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PREFACE 


As its title implies, this book is about the major sociological theories of crime. While there are 
other approaches to the study of crime, since the 1920s, criminology has been oriented toward 
sociology. There is, however, some coverage of biological and psychological theories of crime 
and delinquency in the third chapter, and comments on the contributions of these perspectives are 
interspersed throughout, where appropriate. Nonetheless, we still intend the book to be represen- 
tative of what criminological theory has been because a course in criminological theory is mainly 
a course in history. 

When we first developed the concept of this text, there was but one criminological theory 
text on the market and that one was 30 years old (George Vold’s Theoretical Criminology, pub- 
lished in 1958). Perhaps most importantly, there was no extant treatment of the importance of 
situating a theory in its own time and context in order to appreciate and understand its meanings 
and nuances. Thus, we set about to produce a text which, we hoped, would provide undergradu- 
ates with a brief but clear description of the most well-known criminological theories and simul- 
taneously include a method of understanding those theories. After that beginning in 1988, 
criminological theory texts have become commonplace and, it seems, almost all now discuss the 
context surrounding the development of the various theories. This is a good thing. 

We continue to hear from students and colleagues who have used the first six editions that 
many graduate students find the text valuable as a primer or as a study guide in their theory 
classes and for studying for comprehensive exams. The research references included in this edi- 
tion are a valuable resource for a graduate student writing a research paper, thesis, or disserta- 
tion, or preparing for qualifying exams. As before, we have included updates in each of the 
chapters and a final chapter discussing current theory. The intent of the first edition was to focus 
on traditional theories, and we only briefly mentioned contemporary versions in the concluding 
chapter. In the second and third editions, we added chapters that summarized a number of new 
theoretical directions. However, as time goes on and theory testing and integration continues, we 
have found it necessary to split some of these concluding chapters into their own distinct theo- 
retical areas. In this edition, Chapter 14 covers contemporary social process approaches. 
Chapter 15 discusses the broader context of integrative theories as well as metatheory. 

The format of the first six editions has been retained in most chapters. We include a discus- 
sion of the social and intellectual heritage of the theory, highlight and explain the perspective and 
major concepts of the theory, and summarize and list the theory’s major points. The lists of major 
points are intended to clarify earlier commentary and to demonstrate the logical connections 
among the various elements of each theory. The chapter summaries may also serve as review 
material for examinations. Graduate students may find the major points helpful in determining 
the background assumptions of the theories, comparing theories, and locating hypotheses for 
empirical testing. We realize that a discussion of a theory’s major concepts, major points, and 
then a summary is somewhat redundant but our own experience from 40 years of teaching the- 
ory to all levels of students is that it helps retention and understanding. Many of our students 
have told us that this is not merely our perception. 


NEW TO THIS EDITION 


e The bibliographies once again have been expanded to include a number of related sources 
that would be useful to those doing research in a particular theoretical area. These are 
called Research Bibliographies and they follow the general references section. 

e In most chapters, we have included and updated brief biographies of the major theorists. 
We believe that it will interest the student to see the similarities and differences between 
the theorists’ careers and how becoming a criminologist is not always a deliberate or dedi- 
cated path. 

e The chapter on gender-based theories has been expanded and updated to include research 
on the gender gap. 


vii 


viii 


Preface 


e The list of informative weblinks at the end of each chapter has been expanded and updated. 
In particular, the “Ted Talks” can be used for exercises in class, and other links for research- 
ing special assignments. Students are also encouraged to find relevant websites on their 
own. 

e The examples of how theory can be seen and applied today have once again been updated 
to draw on current events and incidents from the news with which students might be 
familiar. 

e The final chapter is now an overview of various contemporary theoretical perspectives and 
a commentary on issues in modern theory. In addition, some deleted materials from earlier 
editions have been returned, as per requests. 


As in the earlier editions, we attempt in most chapters to provide a classification of the theoreti- 
cal perspective. These areas of the book continue to draw the most discussion. In one sense, we 
find this appropriate. There are so many methods of classifying theories that it is inevitable that 
instructors and others who use the text would find some conflict with their own positions. Rather 
than hide such conflicts, we believe it is more instructive to bring them out into the open for 
students. Thus, we continue to provide theory classifications and encourage instructors to tell 
students how and why their approaches differ from ours. 

And as always, we welcome any feedback on the book. The numerous versions of each 
form of theory, as well as the various perspectives on them, make critical commentary inevitable. 
Since this book is designed primarily to be used, we invite readers, students, and teachers alike to 
provide us with their ideas on how to make it even more useful. We feel very fortunate that we 
were able to acquire firsthand the comments and advice of some of the original authors of the 
theories. Our sincere gratitude and heartfelt appreciation goes out to the many distinguished 
criminologists, some of whom are no longer with us, who patiently offered us their insights and 
commentary. At this point, we also realize the special nature of opportunities that will never 
again occur with many who helped us place things in context (frequently over beer or wine at a 
conference bar, or in the case of the late Leslie Wilkins, a large glass of breakfast gin). We would 
also like to thank our reviewers Addrain Convers, Marist College; John Curra, School of Justice 
Studies/College of Justice & Safety/Eastern Kentucky University; Susan Hodge, University of 
North Carolina at Charlotte; and Adam Trahan, University of North Texas. We would especially 
like to recognize the continued support and guidance of scholars and colleagues Freda Adler, 
Ron Akers, Jeff Ferrell, Mark Hamm, Rob Mutchnick, Hal Pepinsky, and Frank Scarpitti. Addi- 
tionally, we would be remiss not to remember and express our appreciation for the wonderful 
conversations we had with our late colleagues Al Cohen, Sy Dinitz, Gil Geis, Ray Jeffery, Al 
Reiss, and Austin Turk. Finally, thanks are also in order to those who used our text in their 
classes and provided us commentary, or otherwise helped with their ideas and thoughts, includ- 
ing a number of very bright students and colleagues. And as is Richard Quinney, we are once 
again grateful to the Lone Ranger (some of you will have an idea of how many beers have gone 
under that particular bridge). 


INSTRUCTOR SUPPLEMENTS 


Instructor’s Manual with Test Bank. Includes content outlines for classroom discussion, teaching 
suggestions, and answers to selected end-of-chapter questions from the text. This also contains a 
Word document version of the test bank. 


TestGen. This computerized test generation system gives you maximum flexibility in creating 
and administering tests on paper, electronically, or online. It provides state-of-the-art features for 
viewing and editing test bank questions, dragging a selected question into a test you are creating, 
and printing sleek, formatted tests in a variety of layouts. Select test items from test banks 
included with TestGen for quick test creation, or write your own questions from scratch. Test- 
Gen’s random generator provides the option to display different text or calculated number values 
each time questions are used. 


PowerPoint Presentations. Our presentations are clear and straightforward. Photos, illustrations, 
charts, and tables from the book are included in the presentations when applicable. 


ALTERNATE VERSIONS 


eBooks This text is also available in multiple eBook formats. These are an exciting new choice 
for students looking to save money. As an alternative to purchasing the printed textbook, students 
can purchase an electronic version of the same content. With an eTextbook, students can search 
the text, make notes online, print out reading assignments that incorporate lecture notes, and 
bookmark important passages for later review. For more information, visit your favorite online 
eBook reseller or visit www.mypearsonstore.com. 


Trey Williams and 
Marilyn McShane 
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Introduction 


LEARNING OBJECTIVES 


Objective 1.1: Describe some of the characteristics of a good theory. 
Objective 1.2: Summarize the various ways to classify criminological theories. 
Objective 1.3: Explain the difference between a macro- and a microtheory. 
Objective 1.4: Discuss the relationship between theory, research, and policy. 


Objective 1.5: Explain what is meant by the social context of a crime theory. 


INTRODUCTION TO THEORY 


The study of criminological theory is an opportunity to analyze and critique the way others have looked 
at crime through history. Today, the quest to understand crime is as close to us as the latest newspaper 
headlines and television reports. As we will see, however, theory is not just a popular belief, opinion, or 
value-driven explanation. Instead, theory as we will discuss it here is a product of the scientific approach. 

The effective use of theory is found in the everyday activities of the criminal justice system. Police 
departments have designed their patrol patterns around various theories that predict criminal events. 
Each day judges hand down sentences based on their understanding of the character of a defendant and 
the environment in which that defendant lives. Jurors decide whether to give the death penalty based on 
their assumptions about the future dangerousness of the defendant. Probation officers send their clients 
to treatment programs to improve work skills or to resolve their use of drugs or alcohol. Prison authori- 
ties attempt to instill discipline, teach proper work habits, and deter inmates from future criminality. 
Finally, as reflected in the media, the public seems to attribute criminal behavior to such things as drug 
use, a depressed economy, poor family life, the influence of bad friends, and, sometimes, even the immi- 
gration and ethnic status of people. All of these activities and explanations are found in the implications 
of various criminological theories over the past century. 

As you can see, theory does not have to be abstract. Furthermore, and despite public opinion to the 
contrary, theory is applicable to the “real world.” We all use theory as part of everyday life but normally 
not the scientific versions of it. When you see a dark cloud in the sky and say that it is going to rain, you 
have just expressed a theory. To be sure, it is a relatively simple theory, but it does express the relation- 
ships among clouds in general, clouds that are dark, and the falling of drops of water from the sky. This 
simple explanation meets two criteria for the simplest version of theory: (1) the use of objective evidence 
and systematic observation and (2) a rational explanation of that evidence. In other words, we know 
from many observations that dark clouds are systematically associated with rain, and a rational person 
could assume that if dark clouds occur first, then rain will follow. Similarly, if you have ever been about 
to go in a door when someone on the other side of door bursts through (and you were then hit in the face 
by the door), you associate the sound of someone on the other side of a door as a reason to be cautious. 
Here, you are theorizing on the basis of evidence (your past experience) that sounds indicating the pres- 
ence of someone could be followed by their opening the door. 
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Theories can be very simple or very complex, depending upon the number and types of 
relationships expressed by them. A more complex theory of rain would be that, under certain 
circumstances, surface water evaporates and rises into the atmosphere. Certain atmospheric con- 
ditions cause the water to condense, first into “clouds” and ultimately into drops of rain. The 
complexity in this version of a theory of rain is in specifying the conditions and processes 
involved in evaporation and condensation. 

Theories can also be concrete or abstract. Theories about rain tend to be concrete, even if 
complex. Theories about simple behaviors such as throwing a ball through a window also tend to 
be concrete. Abstract theories, however, are more difficult to tie directly to reality. For instance, 
Einstein’s theory of relativity is an abstract concept. We have difficulty in directly testing the 
concept that time gets slower the faster one travels, and certainly we cannot test velocities beyond 
the speed of light. Similarly, theories about the effect of social structure on crime rates are 
abstract. Social structure is an invented concept (we doubt that you have ever seen a social struc- 
ture), and crime rates are a mathematical concept derived from dividing the number of crimes by 
some standard population size. 

The most important thing about theories is that we need them to live or to live better. Theo- 
ries allow us to develop and test potential solutions to problems we encounter in life. True, some 
of the problems are more critical than others, for example, addressing global warming versus 
predicting who will win an Oscar. But we do need the many theories we have learned about our 
environment to accumulate knowledge and effectively allocate resources. Imagine what life 
would be like if you could never generalize about things, if every time you saw a cloud you had 
to get wet to conclude that it was going to rain. And suppose you could not assume that a door 
represents a way to enter a building. Theories, then, are really generalizations of a sort; they 
explain how two or more events are related to each other and the conditions under which the 
relationship takes place. For example, the statement that seat belts reduce deaths in automobile 
accidents expresses a relationship between two events. The seat belts alone will not reduce 
deaths, however. There must be a condition that they be worn (we could also add that the seat 
belts have to be installed properly, worn correctly, etc.). 

The way we express these generalizations, or think about things, depends on the form of 
knowledge we are using at the time. We know things through experience (often referred to as 
“empirical knowledge”), intuition, common sense, or science, or because someone important to 
us (or even an important book) has told us so. The causes of crime, for instance, are assumed to 
be “known” by everyone. They include broken homes, lack of religion, hanging around with the 
wrong crowd, poor upbringing, and so forth. While you probably don’t think of these explana- 
tions as theories, they all are. At the same time, they are not good theories because they are too 
simplistic. If they were correct, then everyone whose life has these causes would be criminal (or 
delinquent), and, of course, we know that is not true. Even more important is the fact that such 
theories also imply the reverse; that is, people who are raised in a good family environment, who 
are religious, and who associate with the right people will not do anything criminal (or delin- 
quent). This is not true either, since self-report studies (Akers, 1964; Gold, 1970; Reiss & 
Rhodes, 1961; Short & Nye, 1958) tell us that most young people at one time or another do 
things that are against the law. Unfortunately, public “theories” such as these are derived from 
concepts of “good” and “bad” and contribute to the way we view others. One of the basic crimi- 
nological truths is that there is generally no such thing as noncriminals and criminals. Every 
person who has committed their first criminal act was previously a noncriminal and at the time of 
that commission was not necessarily any different than previously. Thus, the assumption that we 
know who is criminal and noncriminal is patently false.! From this, you can imagine the com- 
plexity required of any theory that purports to be a good explanation of behavior. 

The problem with most of our day-to-day theories is they are often illogical or they are the 
product of selective observations. They may work some of the time and even often enough to be 
used as a general rule of thumb for making decisions. But when we need to be accurate or more 


l As with all statements, this is not universally true. There is a small group of people (criminological studies have consis- 
tently put the percentage at 6% or so of the population, and mostly male) who consistently engage in criminal behavior. 
Even so, predicting who they are and when their first delinquent/criminal act will occur is very difficult. Finally, there is 
an exceedingly rare group of individuals who are simply dangerous and criminal; but, again, predicting who will be one 
of these individuals is not within our capabilities. 


careful about making policies, these theories will fail us. Human behavior is complex, and any 
simplistic theory will be incorrect. Therefore, theories about crime and criminals tend to be com- 
plex and are based on what we know (or in the case of older theories, what was known at the 
time) from research on crime and criminals. This, then, is a characteristic of scientific theories 
that is not normally shared by everyday theories. In fact, everyday theories are rather speculative 
and are rarely based on careful observation and evidence. In this regard, many people mistake the 
lay use of the word “theory”—as a speculative wondering about something—for scientific theory 
and they think that scientists also use the word “theory” in the same way. Actually, the two uses 
of the word are quite different. 

In general, scientific theories reflect systematic observation (observation made through the 
use of certain rules), repeated evidence, and careful logic. Indeed, scientific theories are fre- 
quently “factual” but share a dislike for saying that they are “proven.” Even though the evidence 
may have been in favor of a scientific theory for each of 1,000 tests, there is still the possibility 
that the next test will not be supportive and that the theory needs to be modified. Theories as we 
will discuss them here, then, are never proven—primarily because scientists are too conservative 
and cautious to use that word. But, these theories are always supported by systematic observable 
evidence. This notion that a theory must be “proven” to be valid is one of the main reasons that 
nonscientists misunderstand theory. Scientists talk in terms of probability and, for them, a likeli- 
hood of something being true 95% of the time is a (usually standard) minimum criterion for 
accepting it. That’s the same thing as saying scientists prefer to have a maximum of 5% error in 
their statements.” 

Another issue in criminological theory lies in the sheer variety of behavior defined as crim- 
inal. When we use the term “crime,” the reference is often to a wide range of illegal behavior. 
The individual criminal acts, though, may have very little in common except that someone, at 
some time, disliked each of them enough to have a law passed against them (of course, some- 
times the reverse occurs and criminal behaviors are made legal again). Murder and petty theft, 
for example, have about as much in common as a rock and an orange. Just because one can find 
a common thread—they are both matter, for instance—doesn’t mean that they are alike in any 
meaningful sense. 

Another problem is that criminal behavior may be merely one of a variety of similar behav- 
iors. For instance, if we argue that some criminal behavior is thrill-seeking behavior, then a the- 
ory that predicts behavior on that basis must also include legal behavior. Assuming that any 
thrill-seeking behavior is equally likely, committing a crime would be no more likely than some- 
one going bungee jumping, skydiving, hang gliding, or drifting. From this perspective, even 
though a thrill-seeking behavior might be relatively predictable, any one of those behaviors— 
such as crime—remains relatively unpredictable. Thus, theories of crime and criminal behavior 
must encompass a wide range of human activity. For this reason, some criminologists advocate 
limiting theories to specific criminal acts or harmful behaviors. 


WHAT IS GOOD THEORY? 


Because more than one theory usually purports to explain criminality at any given time, how 
do we know which one is best? In fact, how can we tell what is good theory in general? The 
most common answer is that a good theory is one that can be tested and that best fits the 
evidence of research (Akers & Sellers, 2008; Blalock, 1969; Gibbs, 1972). This makes sense, 
because our theories are scientific and should already be based on research evidence. In fact, 


2 For those who are curious, this 5% allowable error is not just a conveniently chosen percentage. It is derived from a 
statistical distribution called the “normal curve” and the way standard deviations occupy space under it. Two standard 
deviations occupy approximately 95% of the area under the curve, beginning in the middle and spreading in both high 
and low directions. This leaves 5% of the area at each of the two extreme ends of the curve. In nonstatistical terms, the 
extremes are, by definition, least likely to happen. So, usual events and behaviors can be comfortably eliminated by 
using this objective standard. Of course, now we have the problem of asking what makes a person “comfortable” when 
coming to a conclusion about something. This same statistical model can be used to produce a 1% error rate or even 
something much smaller like .001% error—that clearly would be even better probabilities of being incorrect in making 
a statement. But, remember that “probabilities” also mean that something can happen by error, just at the error rate 
mentioned. Thus, there is always the “chance” of being wrong, no matter what error rate you choose, and therefore noth- 
ing is ever proven and certain. 
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these criteria are derived from the natural sciences, where they are used as the standard for 
good theory. There is really no difference between the natural and social sciences in determin- 
ing good theory. There are, however, measurement problems in the social sciences because 
some variables, such as social class, cannot be as accurately measured as can distance, time, or 
hardness and the like. Under these generally accepted criteria, if a theory is not testable or if 
evidence does not support it, then the theory is not a good one. While this sounds clear enough, 
the issue is, unfortunately, not that simple. 

Suppose, for a moment, that Einstein had lived and had proposed his theory of relativity 
two centuries before he did. It would not have been testable at that time, nor would the theory 
have fit the research evidence. Obviously, his theory would not have been considered a good 
theory at that time. Therefore, as changes in research evidence and the ability to measure and 
test occur, so do the common criteria for a good theory. In other words, it sometimes takes a 
while before our ability to measure and produce evidence catches up with a theory. Until that 
time, the theory may appear to be a “bad” one because evidence will not be available to support 
it. This means we might discard theories that are really good ones because our measuring capa- 
bilities cannot yet adequately test them and provide the necessary support. Therefore, as our 
measuring capabilities and techniques change, we may need to reexamine and retest theories to 
see if new research evidence provides a better fit. Of one thing we can be sure, however: If there 
is no current way to measure something, it is unlikely to appear in a theory—regardless of how 
important that something might be. 

Another concern with testing is the use of a single approach to measure theoretical con- 
cepts. If one uses only one measure, and that measure is not a good one or does not adequately 
represent the theoretical concept, the theory may be rejected (even though the theory may be 
valid). A similar problem arises when a theory is affirmed by a single-test approach or measure. 
What is being measured may generate an erroneous result, but if the measurement is done the 
same way time after time, the result will always be the same, thereby creating the false impres- 
sion of consistently valid results. Multiple methods and measures are always better ways of test- 
ing than any single approach. 

If our approach to assessing a theory is based on measuring and testing, we refer to it as 
quantitative validation. A different approach, one that focuses on the substance of a theory, is 
called qualitative validation. It is these qualitative criteria that help us resolve the problem of 
time-specific and measurement-specific evidence. They include such factors as logical sound- 
ness, the ability to make sense out of several conflicting positions, and even the degree to which 
the theory may sensitize people to things they otherwise would not see. While these criteria are 
not often mentioned, they are no less important for the utility of a theory than quantitative tests 
are. Most theories of criminology do not do well on the criterion of empirical testing.* On the 
other hand, almost all these theories made sense out of things that had been puzzling people 
before, and they sensitized criminologists to new and important ways of looking at the phenom- 
enon of crime. Let’s explore these qualitative criteria more closely. 

Logical soundness means that the theory does not propose illogical relationships, and that 
it is internally consistent. One of the most common logic problems is that of time order, in which 
an event that occurs after another event is assumed to have caused the first event. For instance, if 
we ask marijuana users about the chance of being arrested for drug use, they will probably tell us 
that the probability of arrest is low. We might then think that people use marijuana because they 
think they have very little chance of being arrested (i.e., they are not deterred). In reality, how- 
ever, a low estimate of the chance of arrest is really a reflection of the fact that they have used 
marijuana many times and have not been arrested. The low estimate of being arrested, then, came 
after the drug use and could not have caused it. In a more general example of logical soundness, 
if someone examined evidence that criminals in an institution for the criminally insane have 


3 Of course, as the previous discussion suggests, the problem with “fitting” the research evidence may be as much with 
the way we test and measure as it is with the theory itself. However, we are certainly not taking the position that all 
criminological theories are simply ahead of their time and merely waiting for research capabilities to “catch up” to them. 
There are similar problems with using existing research evidence to create theory. If the existing research has systematic 
errors, thus producing what appears to be valid evidence, then any theory created to explain that evidence is actually 
explaining a phenomenon that doesn’t exist. In one sense, then, all theory is a product of what we believe to be true, using 
our most valid information at the time. 


irrational thinking patterns and then proposed that irrational thinking causes criminal behavior, 
the theory would be illogical. Very few criminals are insane, and those who are placed in insane 
institutions are different by their very nature. Actually, if the theory were correct, the author of 
the theory would then be engaged in irrational thinking, and we would expect him or her to 
become a criminal! In another example, criminologists DeFleur and Quinney (1966) even used a 
special form of logic called “set theory” to analyze the logical soundness of one of the more 
popular theories of criminal behavior (they found that it was, indeed, internally consistent). 

The ability to make sense out of several conflicting positions means that when evidence 
seems to indicate that there are two or more opposing facts, a theory that can reconcile those facts 
is a good one and is better than having different theories to account for each fact. Differential 
association theory (Chapter 5), for instance, brings together the concepts of disorganized social 
areas and organized interaction in small, intimate groups and makes sense out of differing crime 
rates among various groups of people. As another example, official crime statistics and self-report 
studies (asking people what they have done) suggest two different pictures of “the criminal.” 
Labeling theory (Chapter 8) makes sense of both forms of evidence by pointing out that official 
Statistics give a picture only of those who have been reacted to and that self-report information 
gives a picture of those who are officially criminal as well as those who have not yet been caught. 
A noted philosopher and historian of science, Thomas Kuhn (1970), said that accepted new theo- 
ries almost always make sense out of conflicting evidence that older theories cannot explain. 

Sensitizing ability refers to focusing people’s attention on a new, or even forgotten, direc- 
tion of inquiry, or perhaps suggesting a different way of looking at and interpreting a fact they 
already know. Sometimes we concentrate so hard on a particular direction for explaining crime 
that we need to be reminded that there are other directions as well. One value of a sensitizing 
theory is that it serves to reacquaint criminologists with other facets of the problem. Using label- 
ing theory again to illustrate, theorists in the 1950s were so focused on lower-class, urban, male, 
gang delinquents that all delinquency seemed to be a product of those kids. Labeling sensitized 
criminology to the importance of asking who gets reacted to and how we react to them. This 
served to remind criminologists that certain types of people are more likely to be closely observed 
and arrested for their behavior. In other words, labeling theory sensitized criminologists to the 
fact that criminality is due as much to how we react to people as it is to their personal character- 
istics. Thus, there was another explanation for urban, minority, male delinquency than the strain 
and stress of social structure. 

Finally, one other qualitative criterion for a “good” theory is worthy of discussion. This 
criterion is very different from the others, and it should be used with a great deal of caution. 
This one is popularity. Simply put, if a theory becomes popular with criminologists, then by 
definition it seems to be a “good” theory. The problem here is that popularity comes from a 
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The discussion of methodology preferences and the kind of evi- 
dence they produce has a parallel in the broader context of theory 
production and what we do in criminology. Thomas Kuhn's (1970) 
concept of paradigms, as applied by the social sciences, and Alvin 
Gouldner’s (1970) concept of domain assumptions both suggest 
that scientists, just like everybody else, have belief systems they 
buy into with necessarily knowing they are doing so. For instance, 
a criminologist raised in a strict, middle-class, religious, and Cau- 
casian family might have an underlying belief system that values 
hard work, deferred gratification, and “proper” child rearing. If 
so, Our imaginary criminologist might have a tendency to gravi- 
tate toward a theory that says crime is caused by a failure to disci- 
pline children and coddling or ignoring their bad behaviors, 
resulting in their growing up with a self-centered mindset and a 
focus on self-gratification. In other words, if a theory fits into our 
underlying belief systems, we are much less critical of it and tend 
automatically to ascribe “validity” to it. This carries over to a lack 


of being critical of the research on the theory and having the per- 
ception that the theory is “well-supported.” As you continue your 
graduate education and read through the criminological litera- 
ture, the various theories, the research on them, and related pro- 
nouncements about what is “good” and “bad,” keep these 
comments in mind and remember that, as scientists, we all try to 
be objective but our underlying belief systems tend to mislead us 
into subjectivity. Indeed, this is precisely what much of postmod- 
ern critique is all about. Finally, take the time to read Kuhn’s work. 
Yes, it is “old” but you might learn that your graduate education 
itself is a form of paradigm, teaching you to think of things in a 
certain way and to devalue other perspectives. There is a bit more 
on these ideas later in this chapter but we thought you might 
benefit from an earlier discussion, particularly if you keep this in 
mind as you read further. By the way, make it a point to read the 
footnotes in this text as most of them contain nuances that were 
written specifically for you. 
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variety of factors, some of which have little to do with any of the other criteria mentioned. For 
instance, a theory can simply echo our gut-level feelings about the causes of crime, and we 
would tend to give it credence regardless of its logical soundness and empirical support. In fact, 
it is just this problem that we must watch for. The notion that something must be correct because 
it seems correct is one of the biggest mistakes that laypeople make about theories. Nevertheless, 
popularity must be included as one of the criteria for determining a “good” theory because 
many criminological theories do not meet the testability requirement very well yet were, and 
still are, very popular. 

Good theory, then, is logically constructed, is based on the evidence at hand, and is sup- 
ported by subsequent research. Empirical evidence should not be confused with personal ideol- 
ogy, such as religious sentiments or political leanings, or even with what some authority figure 
tells us. Theory development allows us to make sense out of various facts and serves to make us 
aware of the surrounding circumstances of the phenomenon it is attempting to explain. In making 
your assessment of how valid a theory seems to be, keep in mind the problems associated with 
each of these criteria and be flexible in making your final judgment. 


KINDS OF THEORY 


One distinction needs to be made before engaging in a discussion about kinds of theories. There 
are two general forms of theory: unit theory and metatheory (see Wagner, 1984). By and large, this 
is a book about unit theories. “Unit theories” emphasize a particular problem (such as crime and 
delinquency) and make testable assertions about that problem. Metatheories, on the other hand, 
are rarely testable and are best viewed as ways of looking at and interpreting reality. In another 
sense, they can be seen as “theories about theories.” They discuss the kinds of concepts that should 
be used in unit theories, the general approach to using those concepts, and the way unit theories 
should be constructed. As an example, a criminological metatheory might specify that explana- 
tions of criminal behavior should emphasize social concepts rather than psychological and bio- 
logical ones, and that social class should be used as the dominant variable. Furthermore, our 
metatheoretical example might specify that official statistics should be used as appropriate evi- 
dence for unit theories and that “good” unit theories should be developed in a propositional for- 
mat. While there is an occasional discussion about metatheory in contemporary criminology, 
when the word “theory” is used, in most cases a unit theory is meant. Therefore, we drop the term 
“unit” and simply use “theory.” Any reference to a metatheory will use the full term. 

There are different varieties of theory, but there is no single, accepted scheme that describes 
the kinds of theory. As if the problem of understanding the various theories were not difficult 
enough, attempts by various writers to group them by some simple differences have, ironically, 
made matters worse by making those differences appear to be the most important characteristics 
of the theories. Nevertheless, categorizing and classifying theories is a necessary endeavor. 

Because theories are complex and because the threads from which they are woven are not 
always self-evident, theories can be classified in many ways. Students of criminology will read 
one textbook and think that they know the theories pretty well; then they look at another text- 
book, find theories classified differently, and end up confused. In fact, almost every criminology 
textbook offers a somewhat different twist to classifying theories. Most use a system of three 
basic types of theories: biological, psychological, and social (although they devote most of their 
coverage to social perspectives). Within the discussion of sociological theories, there is a ten- 
dency to divide perspectives into social process and social structural approaches (Adler, Mueller, 
& Laufer, 2009; Reid, 2011; Tibbetts, 2014; Vito & Maahs, 2011). Other common schemes 
include the use of various forms of sociological and social-psychological categories or a variety 
of broad approaches with numerous subcategories (Beirne & Messerschmidt, 2010). With all 
these different approaches, students may begin to feel that their instructor does not know the 
subject unless he or she uses a classification scheme that matches their textbook. Clearly, the 
classification of theories has done as much as anything to muddy the theoretical waters for begin- 
ning students. It has also been a problem for some of the more experienced criminologists. 

Since these classifications exist, however, they must be dealt with. It should be noted that 
no classification is real, because the world does not exist in black and white. There are many fac- 
tors to consider, and the result is a forcing of theories into one category or the other when they 
might not fit any category very well. The end result is almost always an artificial scheme of 


classification (Williams, 1984, 2015). In addition, by “changing” the classification of theories, a 
theory may be viewed in a way its author never intended. Regardless, and even though it may 
sound strange to say so, such diversity is probably good. The reason for categorizing theories is 
to establish similarities and differences among them. If many different categorizations are being 
used, it means that the theories are rich enough to defy simple classification and therefore they 
contain many valuable nuances, concepts, and ideas. 

We discuss three different methods for categorizing theories. Hopefully, they will assist 
those new to criminology in understanding the relationships and connections among the various 
theories. At the same time, a warning is in order: treat each classification scheme as nothing more 
than an attempt to highlight similarities and differences. These schemes are not to be used as the 
last word in grouping, or establishing types of, theories. 


Levels of Abstraction 


As we have already noted, some theories are more abstract than others. The most abstract can be 
called macrotheories. Macrotheories are broad in their scope and perhaps are best characterized 
as those that explain social structure and its effects. They paint a picture of the way the world 
works, fit the structure of society into that picture, and suggest how crime is related to that struc- 
ture. Macrotheories focus on rates of crime (called “epidemiology” rather than on criminals and 
their behavior. Macrotheories are simply not interested in individual behavior. Examples of mac- 
rotheory are anomie and conflict theories. 

Other, more concrete theories can be referred to as microtheories. These theories are based 
on the assumption that a particular way of characterizing society is best; that characterization is 
then used directly to explain how people become criminals (called “etiology”’). The focus may be 
on specific groups of people (but usually small groups) or on the individual. Likewise, microthe- 
ories may range from purely social to purely psychological to purely biological. In any case, they 
tell us how people become criminal. Microtheories are not interested in social structure and 
crime rates. Examples of microtheory are social control and social learning theories. 

Finally, as is the case with any classification scheme, there are theories that do not fit 
neatly into either of the two categories and are “in-between.” We will call these bridging theories. 
These theories attempt to tell us both how social structure comes about and how people become 
criminal. In fact, bridging theories are often both epidemiological (explaining differing rates of 
crime) and etiological (explaining criminal behavior itself). Examples of bridging theory are 
subculture theory and differential opportunity theory. Depending on the way in which they are 
viewed, or the direction of emphasis a writer finds in the theory, bridging theories can be classi- 
fied as either macrotheories or microtheories. Doing so establishes one focus of the theory as 
more dominant than the other but, because it is not the author of the theory who is specifying the 
dominant focus, be aware that the emphasis on a focus may be because of a vested interest of the 
person doing the classification. 


Levels of Explanation 


These three general forms of theories can be further examined on the basis of their explanatory 
focus. What, for instance, is a theory attempting to explain: social structure in general, classes of 
people in society, small groups, or individual criminality? This problem is referred to as the level 
of explanation of a theory, or what the theory attempts to explain. Most theories cannot be 
directly compared with each other because they do not focus directly on the same subject. 

Theories are often said to compete with each other in best accounting for crime and crim- 
inals. It should make sense that, in most instances, this is really not the case. Some theories 
explain how social events give rise to crime in society but do not attempt to explain how par- 
ticular individuals become criminals; others do the opposite. Some explain the social factors 
important in creating criminality, others explain the psychological factors, and still others the 
internal biological factors. Further, some theories attempt to account for crime as a social phe- 
nomenon or a legal phenomenon, while many focus directly on criminals and their behavior. 
Obviously, these various theories are not in competition because they apply to different levels of 
the crime-and-criminals problem. 

Unfortunately, criminology has done little thus far to integrate these various explanatory 
levels (but Elliott, Huizinga, & Ageton, 1985, and Pearson & Weiner, 1985, have tried). And, 
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except for Williams’s (1999) critical incident metatheory, there is no metatheory that puts them 
all together in a coherent fashion. The problem of which level a theory explains has not yet been 
generally recognized in criminology, even though James Short (1985) commented on the issue 
over 30 years ago. For those beginning the study of criminological theory, however, the idea of 
levels of explanation is crucial because it helps to make sense out of the differences among theo- 
ries. A good understanding of the area each theory deals with will help you grasp what the theo- 
rists were writing about. 


Other Common Classification Schemes 


The more popular classification schemes usually have two mutually exclusive categories, or 
dichotomies. One of the oldest of the classification schemes is to separate theories into “classi- 
cal” and “positive.” The names come from two schools of thought in the eighteenth and nine- 
teenth centuries (and the subject of Chapters 2 and 3). Classical theories focus on legal statutes, 
governmental structures, and the rights of humans. A classical orientation to a theory suggests 
that the theory is less concerned about traditional scientific notions of testability and more con- 
cerned about the essence of the human condition. Positivist theories focus on pathology in crim- 
inal behavior, on treatment, and on the correction of criminality within individuals. Positivism 
also derives from the use of the scientific method to study phenomena. In that sense, most of 
today’s theories are positivist ones. 

Another common scheme is to separate theories into those of structure and those of pro- 
cess. Structural theories are those that focus on the way society is organized and its effect on 
behavior. Some of these are also referred to as strain theories (a term popularized by Travis 
Hirschi, 1969, and Ruth Kornhauser, 1978) because of their assumption that a disorganized 
society creates strain that leads to deviant behavior. Not all strain theories are structural theo- 
ries though; for example, Robert Agnew (1985, 2005) has created a strain theory that is clearly 
focused on the process of developing delinquency. Process theories attempt to explain how 
people become criminal or delinquent. While it is sometimes difficult to classify theories in 
this scheme, the major orientation is on the starting point of the theory. As a rule, a structural 
theory does not emphasize the individual criminal and a processual theory does not emphasize 
social structure. These two forms correspond closely to the macrotheories and microtheories 
we have already discussed. 

The final major classification approach is that of consensus and conflict, once even 
referred to as the “old” and the “new” criminology (Gibbs, 1966). Consensus theories are those 
based on the assumption that there is agreement among people in a society. At the least, they 
assume that members of a society hold common values. You could point to the fact that most 
people believe we need traffic laws as evidence of consensus in our society. Also, surveys ask- 
ing respondents to rank the seriousness of various crimes often find tremendous consensus 
about what people believe the most serious crimes are. Conflict theories, on the other hand, are 
based on the assumption that disagreement is common and people hold conflicting values. 
Laws that seem to benefit only small groups of elites or powerful business owners are often 
pointed to as evidence of a conflict orientation. As we will see, most conflict theories empha- 
size the differences that are found among social classes in our country. Since any society may 
have agreement and conflict at the same time, the crux is not whether agreement exists but 
whether it originally existed. A conflict theorist may discuss a society in agreement (Marx’s 
false consciousness), or a consensus theorist may explain how conflict exists (Cohen’s delin- 
quent subculture). Thus, this scheme is somewhat like the chicken-and-egg controversy: one 
simply believes that either conflict or consensus is more natural to society and asserts that 
humans are naturally oriented toward one or the other. 


SOCIAL CONTEXT AND THEORY 


The final approach to understanding theory lies in an examination of social history. Writers com- 
monly discuss theories in the abstract, especially in introductory textbooks. Because they do, it 
may seem that the theorist sits in isolation, inventing and creating his or her new theory. Nothing 
could be further from the truth. Just as there are people who have helped mold your thoughts and 
views of the world, so there are for the theorist. Indeed, it should be clear that any important 


influence in your life will leave its mark on the way you perceive the world. Your college courses, 
for instance, are designed to do exactly that. Your parents also provided important attitudes and 
viewpoints for you. Moreover, just as you respond to the latest fads and social events, so does the 
theorist. In short, those who create theories are probably as susceptible as you are to influences 
in their lives. Criminological theorists are practicing social scientists and may be even more sen- 
sitive to social movements and trends than most of us. As a result, no theory can really be under- 
stood and appreciated without an awareness of the context within which it was created. 

Further, each theorist makes certain assumptions about the way the world really is, the 
nature of humans, and the value of particular concepts (an unspoken metatheory). Gouldner 
(1970) argued that these assumptions so severely affect the direction of theorizing that entire 
areas of evidence and thought can be ignored. For this reason, the effect of assumptions can be 
seen as similar to blinders on a horse: You can see only what is right in front of you, everything 
else might as well not exist. If a theorist’s assumptions were spelled out, this might not repre- 
sent a major problem because you could see what was included and what was omitted. Unfortu- 
nately, assumptions are not always obvious, and even the theorist may not be aware of them. 
Therefore, to better understand any theory, we must find ways to determine what the assump- 
tions of that theory are. One of the best ways of doing this is to examine the context within 
which the theory was created. 

Context has two major forms, social and intellectual. Both are handy terms for identifying 
areas of influence on an individual. Social context refers to the world about us: the ways people 
in a society are thinking, the things they are doing, the events taking place, the fads and fashions 
that are popular, and even the way society is structured. For example, right after World War II, it 
would have been difficult for people in the United States to criticize either the nation or the gov- 
ernment; there was a general feeling of satisfaction with ourselves and a relative agreement about 
how good our values were. During the early 1970s, the opposite was common; people were 
uncertain about government, their lives, and their values. In both times, a theorist would have 
been affected by the events of the time and written into the theory some of the contemporary 
ideas (Williams, 1981). Since 1980, social conservatism has become more popular and you might 
expect recent theories to be influenced by that perspective. 

The second form of context, the intellectual, refers to the personal influence of teachers, 
friends, family, and colleagues. Sometimes that influence extends to people whom the theorist 
has never even met; but the theorist has read their work and has been impressed with what they 
had to say. For this reason, many people have been said to follow in the footsteps of their teach- 
ers. The major criminological theorists have undeniably done some “footstep following,” but at 
the same time, their theories are popular at least in part because these theorists were also creative. 

Now it is time for a statement that may surprise you. The comments above about social and 
intellectual context are actually part of a metatheory we developed when outlining the first edi- 
tion of this book. That metatheory says the way people (theorists) respond to information has to 
be viewed through the lens of what they believe. Their beliefs are colored by their intellectual 
and social context. Even how they view evidence and, in particular, how they characterize evi- 
dence as good evidence is a product of this context. Thus, you may find theorists looking at the 
same evidence and perceiving its meaning in multiple ways. Acceptance of theory is governed in 
a similar fashion. As a result, this book discusses theories in a chronological order primarily 
because of a need to set each theory into its social context as a mechanism for understanding it. 
You will find it difficult to understand a theory, and its policy implications, unless you also have 
an appreciation of the times and major social movements. With this in hand, you can imagine the 
forces producing the theory and the reception it received from those at the time. If you try to 
understand a theory using today’s perspectives, you will misunderstand it. 


THEORY, RESEARCH, AND POLICY 


Theory is the logical starting point for any examination of potential strategies for improving the 
criminal justice system. With our theory, we can develop experiments or research protocols that 
allow us to test the ideas to see if any are promising or worthwhile. Carefully constructed research 
studies that are based on rigorous scientific principles will give us insight into the areas of a 
theory that may need to be clarified and revised. Once we have identified some of the significant 
theoretical concepts that have been supported by research evidence, and these studies have been 
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replicated and perhaps generalized across different population groups, we may begin to design 
programs and policies to address the needs of the criminal justice system. The process can be 
seen as a linear model with feedback between the research and the theory, thus allowing the 
theory to be refined and redirected with additional research. Policy should not be formulated or 
implemented without proper research to evaluate the costs and the benefits of certain endeavors. 


THEORY — RESEARCH —> POLICY 


Realistically, however, we know that policymakers and politicians often implement laws, 
programs, and policies without the benefit of theory or research. Many of these efforts are later 
found to be inadequate and are eventually abandoned because they were instituted before suffi- 
cient research had been done to validate them, as was perhaps the case with boot camps, scared 
straight programs, and even three-strikes laws. 


A NOTE ON EVIDENCE, THEORY, AND REALITY 


Is theory a product of evidence? Yes, but, as you will see in the following chapters, the issue of 
evidence is not so clear-cut as it would seem. Every major theoretical school has defined some 
forms of evidence as “proper” and eschewed others. In fact, Thomas A. Kuhn’s concept of para- 
digms is based on a combination of methodology and accepted procedure in determining proper 
evidence. Those working in areas within disciplines essentially prescribe what evidence is proper 
and how to think about that evidence. Information that is contradictory or inconvenient tends to 
be either ignored or proclaimed as false by those within the paradigm. While it would seem that 
there is not much to quibble about in an objective reality, the fact is that reality is a product of 
belief and perception. We do not mean to imply there is no reality; reality requires interpretation, 
and humans bring their strongly held beliefs to that interpretation. Frequently, these beliefs are 
buried so deeply in our minds that we do not even know they are there. For example, some of us 
declare that human nature is inherently good and others declare that it is inherently evil. This is 
not something that can be established one way or the other, it is merely the product of a belief 
system (or a paradigm); it does serve, however, to establish a type of reality. From this starting 
point, then, theories are proposed to explain criminal or delinquent behavior based on we think is 
true about human nature. Evidence is then selectively accepted or ignored based on one’s view of 
a “proper” reality. Where do these strongly held beliefs come from? We would say that they are 
a product of the cultural milieu in which people are raised, their experiences, their parents, their 
mentors, and even perhaps their neurochemistry. This is why, in the chapters to follow, you will 
read about the social and intellectual context surrounding each of the theories or schools. But 
more to the point, what evidence you lean toward is a product of your predispositions as much as 
it is good old hard facts. 


One commentator on social thought (Nisbet, 1966) has noted 
that it is possible to discuss theory in terms of specific schools 
(classifying periods of time), ideas or concepts themselves 
(such as anomie), or dramatis personae (the major theorists). 
We contend that to appreciate and understand theory, it is nec- 
essary to look at all of these. Because any review of theories is 
in reality a history of social thought, a combination of factors 
needs to be taken into account. The ideas should be followed 
from theory to theory, the various classifications examined to 
see how they overlap and how they differ, and the contexts ana- 
lyzed to gain a feel for the assumptions made by the theorists. 
Therefore, each of the following chapters examines the social 
and intellectual context before discussing the theory. After the 
theoretical presentation, the classification schemes explored in 
this chapter are applied to the theory. 


We contend that theory is to be used—not read, memo- 
rized, and filed away for future recital. Ideas and concepts are 
not anyone’s exclusive property; they should be rethought, 
reworked, and applied where needed. No one theory takes in a 
complete view of crime and criminals, much less a complete 
view of the world. For this reason, theories should be merged 
and integrated to form new approaches to the problems before 
us. And theories should be flexible enough that citizens, police 
officers, and judges, as well as criminologists, can use them to 
understand crime and criminals in our society. This doesn’t 
mean, however, that theories of crime and criminal behavior 
should be simple ones. Indeed, reality is complex, so we should 
assume that the reasons for criminal behavior are, too. More- 
over, one should make a point of understanding what a theory is 
actually explaining. Robert Agnew (1991), for instance, was 


trying to make sense of the research on social control theory 
and realized that different researchers were variously testing 
the start-up of offending, the rate of offending (prevalence), the 
stopping of offending (desistance), and different types of 
crimes. No wonder he found that the evidence on the theory 
was complicated. 

Finally, we want to caution readers that the simple pre- 
sentation of each of the theories in this book cannot capture the 
richness of those theories. In the interest of those being exposed 
to theory for the first time, we have emphasized simplicity and 
straightforward presentation. Each of the theories is much more 


Questions and Weblinks 


Critical Thinking Questions 


1. Identify current policies in effect in the criminal justice system 
today that would be important to conduct research on. What theo- 
ries or assumptions seem to underlie these policies and why they 
were put in place? 

2. How much weight should scientists give to a theory’s popularity? 
How is it even possible that theories without any concrete evi- 
dence can be popular? 


Practice Essay Questions 


1. What is the relationship between theory, research, and policy and 
how has that relationship been misused in the past? 
2. What are the qualities of a good theory? 


Related Websites 


http://integral-review.org/documents/Wallis, %20Toward%20a%20 
Science%200f%20Metatheory, %20Vol.%206,%20No.%203.pdf 
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/thomas-kuhn/ 
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complex, vastly more interesting, and has many more nuances 
than our presentation suggests. Students should read the origi- 
nal works to gain a real appreciation for the theories. Antholo- 
gies are also available with the original works or excerpts from 
them [see, for example, Williams & McShane (1998). Crimi- 
nology Theory: Selected Classic Readings (2nd ed.); Renzetti, 
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3. If you were to construct a theory of crime, what elements or 
factors do you think would be important to your theory and 
why? 

4. Should a theory of crime be able to explain all types of crime or 
criminals? Why or why not? 


3. Explain why a popular theory may not always be the best. Use 
examples to illustrate your points. 

4. What are the various ways that we can classify theories and why is 
it important to do so? 
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The Classical School 


LEARNING OBJECTIVES 


Objective 2.1: Outline the factors that contributed to the rise of classical thought. 
Objective 2.2: Explain the contributions to criminology made by Jeremy Bentham. 
Objective 2.3: Discuss the writing of Cesare Beccaria and its impact. 

Objective 2.4: Summarize what is meant by the social contract. 

Objective 2.5: Describe the concept of deterrence and how it might be measured today. 


INTRODUCTION 


The particular conceptions of crime and criminal justice that emerged in the eighteenth century are col- 
lectively known as the Classical School of criminology. The name derives from common references to 
that entire period of time as the “classical period.” The term “criminology” is a misnomer since there 
was no criminology as we now know it until the late nineteenth century. Nonetheless, the term is com- 
monly used because the period gave rise to some of the basic ideas for the operation of a criminal justice 
system and the processing of criminals. It also provided the first broadly understood theory of criminal 
behavior. Criminology is the study of crime and criminals, with some study of lawmaking included. The 
Classical School was not interested in studying criminals per se, so it gained its association with crimi- 
nology through its focus on lawmaking and legal processing. 

Two writers of this period, Cesare Beccaria (1738-1794) and Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832), 
wrote the best-known works and they are considered to have had the most influence. In their writings, 
they opposed the arbitrary and capricious nature of the criminal justice systems of the time. They pro- 
posed that both the law and the administration of justice should be based on rationality and human 
rights, neither of which was then commonly applied. 

Among the major ideas that descend from this school are the concepts of humans as free-willed, ratio- 
nal beings; utilitarianism (the greatest good for the greatest number); civil rights and due process of law; 
tules of evidence and testimony; determinate sentencing; and deterrence. C. Ray Jeffery (1956, 1972), 
speaking of classical criminology, emphasizes the school’s focus on a legal definition of crime rather than on 
a concern with criminal behavior. In addition, both the Declaration of Independence and the U.S. Constitu- 
tion reflect the concerns of the classical movement. Because of this, most of our law is classical in nature. 


THE HERITAGE OF THE SCHOOL 
The Social Heritage 


The eighteenth century was a period of major change in Europe. The reign of the Catholic Church 
and aristocratic feudal structure, dating from the Middle Ages and before, was about over. The new 
social order was criticizing the old aristocracy, both for its claim to natural superiority and for its 
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Cesare Beccaria (1738-1794) 


Cesare Bonesana, Marchese di Beccaria (known simply as 
Cesare Beccaria), was born in Milan, Italy, in 1738 to an aristo- 
cratic family with little remaining political power. He was 
schooled by Jesuits, receiving a degree in law from the Univer- 
sity of Pavia in 1758. Shortly thereafter, he joined a society of 
intellectuals formed by his friends Alessandro and Pietro Verri, 
who were advocates of social reform. After studying with and 
listening to the discussions of the group, Beccaria began to 


read the works of French Enlightenment scholars. It was this 
literature that ultimately served as the foundation for his On 
Crimes and Punishments in 1764. After publication of his 
famous treatise, the Austrian government gave him a faculty 
position at the Palatine School in Milan. He spent two years in 
that role and subsequently occupied a series of patronage- 
based public offices, never writing another work for public con- 
sumption. He died in 1794. 


corrupt political practices. A new and soon-to-be powerful middle class was rising from the 
profits of mercantilism and the beginnings of the Industrial Revolution. Societies were 
becoming urbanized. Traditional conceptions of property and ownership were also being dis- 
rupted. For example, enclosure movements, the practice of claiming sole use of and fencing 
off previously open lands, deprived the common people of what had been their traditional 
rights to use the land and its resources (such as game and firewood). These changes placed 
stress on the poor and created a resentment that affected the agricultural and rural power base 
of the aristocracy. 

At the same time, an emphasis on commonalities among people served to minimize 
national differences. With this, the rule of the Church and the aristocracy was seriously threat- 
ened. The rise of the Protestant ethic allowed people to expect success for hard work in this 
world and not in some Church-promised afterlife. Before this time, the common person sim- 
ply had to accept his or her lot in life. The Protestant ethic promised that hard work would 
result in an improvement in one’s life and led people to expect a direct connection between 
hard work and success. 

Certain powerful families attempted to gain the support of the middle class in a relatively 
successful battle with the feudal aristocracy to establish dominance over the thrones of Europe. 
These ruling families were known as monarchies. For instance, German nobility ruled in Eng- 
land, Poland, Russia, and Sweden. All of this led to the emergence of a new and highly volatile 
political system. The aristocracy found itself besieged by both the monarchies and the emerging 
middle class, and its hold on the reins of power began to loosen. 

The classical period was, in many areas of life, an era of great thought and expression. In 
close proximity to the time when people were reading Beccaria’s great treatise, On Crimes and 
Punishments (1764), J. S. Bach had composed and performed; the young colonies were about to 
erupt into the American Revolution; and the Declaration of Independence, the U.S. Constitution, 
and the Bill of Rights were written. 

Writers of the classical period examined not only human nature but social conditions as 
well. In the late 1700s, John Howard wrote The State of the Prisons of England and Wales, 
Immanuel Kant produced his great essay Foundations of the Metaphysics of Morals, and Ben- 
tham introduced his An Introduction to the Principles of Morals and Legislation. Revolutions 
took place in both the American colonies and France. 

The judicial system was also marked by changes. Founded on the religious structures of the 
Middle Ages, pre-classical law was mainly the product of judicial interpretation and caprice (Mae- 
stro, 1942). The accused often faced secret accusations, torture, and private trials; arbitrary and overly 
harsh sanctions were often applied to the convicted (Barnes, 1930). Generally, there were few written 
laws, and existing law was applied primarily to those who were not of the aristocracy. In fact, law was 
often used as a political tool to suppress those who spoke out against the aristocracy or the Church. 
Indeed, the Spanish Inquisition of the late fifteenth century and the Italian Roman Inquisition of the 
early sixteenth century testified to the vigorous use of law in the defense of Church and state. 


The Intellectual Heritage 


The prevailing ideas of the eighteenth century were those of reform. A group of philosophers 
called the Naturalists believed experience and observation could determine much about the 
world, especially when fortified by the human ability to reason. They rebelled against the 


Jeremy Bentham (1748-1832) 


Jeremy Bentham was born in London, England, in 1748. He 
attended Westminster School until enrolling at Queen’s College, 
Oxford, at the age of 12 and received his degree at the age of 
15. Thereafter, Bentham studied law at Lincoln's Inn but ulti- 
mately decided not to pursue law as a career. As a well-to-do and 
self-made scholar, Bentham spent most of his time in Westmin- 
ster, where he wrote prolifically in philosophy, economics, and 
law. He was said to have produced 10-20 pages of manuscript 
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each day. He was the earliest proponent of utilitarianism and was 
considered somewhat of a political radical for his critiques of 
legal and common law traditions. He suggested a broad range of 
reforms such as animal welfare, prison management through 
architecture (the Panopticon), and the decriminalization of 
homosexuality. Upon his death, per his instructions, his body was 
embalmed and fitted with a wax head likeness and then placed 
in a glass-fronted case on display at University College, London. 


authority of the Church and emphasized an order to things that was separate from religious rev- 
elation. Morals, ethics, and responsibilities became major topics of discussion. The application 
of science to the physical world had begun to reveal “truths,” and people were certain that the 
same effort brought to bear on moral and political questions would yield similar fruit. 

The major explanation for human behavior was hedonism. Under this theory, people are 
assumed to automatically attempt to maximize pleasure and minimize pain. According to Ben- 
tham (1789, p. 29), the value of any pleasure or pain would be determined by its intensity, dura- 
tion, and certainty. This theory of behavior became the basis for the concept of deterrence. 
Bentham’s elaboration on deterrence is the essence of today’s rational perspectives. 

One of the major new philosophical viewpoints rested on so-called natural human 
rights and justified the existence of government as a social contract between the state and 
its citizens (see, for example, the work of John Locke). This justification came close to 
reversing the previous political belief that people existed to serve the government and, 
instead, made service to the people the rationale for government. Under this social con- 
tract, a person surrendered to the authority of the state only the amount of freedom neces- 
sary to ensure protection of the rights of other citizens. Although it was not really new, the 
idea of a social contract between people and their government served the needs of the new 
middle class. Added to this was the utilitarian perspective. Even before Beccaria wrote (in 
the 1720s), Scottish philosopher Francis Hutcheson discussed what he referred to as a 
“moral sense” that compelled men to behave so as to create the greatest good for the great- 
est number (see DiCristina, 2012). Thus, the humanitarian ideas of the Classical period set 
the stage for new political and legal structures based on the common person, not the elites 
and the powerful. 

Growing specialization in trade and industry required more services such as roads, ports, 
municipal services, and policing, and the government made an ideal provider of those services. 
The increasing secularization of society, in turn, fit in well with both the social contract concep- 
tion of a rational human and the rising middle class. Secularism immediately suggested reforms 
in institutions, which was all to the benefit of the new classes. 

Finally, an emphasis on human dignity, stemming from the Enlightenment, was character- 
istic of the period. A humanistic current of thought, chiefly from England and France, aroused 
the young intellectuals of the day. Those works that expressly influenced Beccaria were Montes- 
quieu’s The Spirit of the Laws (1748) and the various pamphlets and letters of Voltaire (Maestro, 
1942, pp. 17-18). In addition to Beccaria and Montesquieu, such writers and thinkers as Hume, 
Montaigne, Rousseau, Helvetius, Diderot, and Condorcet were the new champions of the com- 
mon people and produced eloquent writings glorifying people rather than the Church or state. A 
concern with improving social conditions accompanied this growth of interest in humanity, mak- 
ing possible the rise of the social sciences. 


THE PERSPECTIVE OF THE SCHOOL 


The Classical School, then, generally gave us a humanistic conception of how law and criminal 
justice systems should be constructed. It did not give rise to theories of criminal behavior; 
instead, the prevailing assumption of hedonism was used as a theory of human nature and was 
incorporated into the rationale for building legal structures. Crime and law were its essence, not 
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criminal behavior (although they assumed rationality, hedonism, and deterrence). Law was to 
protect the rights of both society and individual, and its chief purpose was to deter criminal 
behavior. Therefore, classical law emphasized moral responsibility and the duty of citizens to 
consider fully the consequences of behavior before they acted. This thinking, of course, required 
a conception of humans as possessing free will and a rational nature. Indeed, rationality was 
critical to the classical position. Any individual should be able to weigh the pleasure to be gained 
from an illegal behavior against the punishment (pain) decreed by law and subsequently to decide 
against the act. 

The role of punishment, according to Bentham, in itself was evil and should be used only 
to exclude some greater evil (1789, p. 170). Thus, the only justification for punishment was 
deterrence. The Classical School saw two forms of deterrence: a specific or individual form and 
a general or societal form. Specific deterrence applied to the individual who committed an 
offense. The idea was to apply just enough pain to offset the amount of pleasure gained from the 
offense. In fact, many suggested that punishments should be restricted to the same degree of pain 
as the degree of pleasure gained from the offense. They saw punishment in excess of this calcu- 
lated amount as unnecessary, for it put the state in the position of despot. General deterrence, on 
the other hand, was to apply to other potential offenders by showing them that a punished indi- 
vidual would not gain from his or her offense. Through watching, or otherwise knowing about an 
individual receiving punishment for committing an offense, others would learn that such behav- 
ior is not profitable and thus would not commit similar acts. 

These theorists saw three components to deterrence: celerity, certainty, and severity. 
Celerity is the speed with which a punishment is applied. Theoretically, at least, the closer in 
time a punishment is to the act, the better the result. Therefore, if an undesirable act is punished 
immediately, the individual would most likely be deterred. Certainty is the concept of making a 
punishment sure to happen whenever an undesirable act is committed. Classical theorists 
believed if every undesirable act were sure to be punished, then any rational person would 
immediately see the lack of profit in such actions. Severity is the amount of pain to be inflicted 
on those who do harmful acts. The greater the potential severity, the more a rational person 
should avoid doing harm. Thus, our system of criminal punishments is set up to match severity 
with the harm of an offense. Finally, Beccaria and Bentham clearly saw deterrence as most 
likely to occur when celerity and certainty were maximized (swift and certain punishment). 
They viewed severity, on the other hand, as less important and only something to be used when 
celerity and certainty were diminished. There was also danger in relying on severity—punish- 
ments that are too severe are likely to make the citizenry view government as despotic and 
become unruly. The current U.S. system of government has, primarily because of a concern for 
the citizenry’s civil rights, made severity important because of the justice system’s lengthy pro- 
cess and a seeming uncertainty of being arrested. Politicians also have bought into severity as a 
way of appearing to be tough on crime and have managed to upset original formulas relating 
severity of crime and incremental punishment. 

According to the thought of the Classical School, the criminal justice system should 
respect the rights of all people. Since government drew its authority from the social contract, all 
individuals were equal before the law. This meant the operation of criminal justice had to be 
aboveboard, due process of law had to be followed, evidence had to be obtained from facts, and 
equality had to be maintained. They proposed that all punishments be specified by law, thus 
limiting judicial discretion. Scholars such as Beccaria suspected judges of following personal 
whim and not the law when determining guilt. He wanted the discretion of judges limited and 
the process of conviction and sentencing fully spelled out by law. In response to those who 
argued that exactly the same treatment of all offenders would result in inequities, Beccaria said 
some inequities would certainly result, but not the overwhelming inequity of the old system 
(Beccaria, 1764, p. 16). 

Like Beccaria, Bentham argued against great judicial discretion but saw the need to allow 
for some forms of decreased rationality among offenders. Punishments, he added, should not be 
inflicted if they are groundless, ineffective (i.e., administered to a person who was drunk or 
insane at the time of the offense), unprofitable, or needless. Bentham, a writer trained in the law, 
sought the systematic organization of legal procedures. He divided offenses into classes and 
types, distinguishing between private and public wrongs, crimes against person and against prop- 
erty, and violations of trust. In addition, he created what he called the felicific calculus, an elabo- 
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rate schedule of punishments designed to take into account a combination of pleasure, pain, and 
mitigating circumstances. This latter endeavor reflected one of the major problems of the Classi- 
cal School: how to calculate the exact degree of punishment needed to offset the gain from 
criminal behavior. Bentham also recognized the problems that occur when lesser offenses are 
punished more severely than serious offenses. Indeed, these problems continue to plague us 
today, as judges and legislatures seek to find appropriate sentences for various crimes. The major 
difference seems to be that today’s legislators have little of Bentham’s understanding of how 
deterrence works and escalate sentences for lesser offenses at whim (or in response to special 
interest groups of voters). 

Although Beccaria was not opposed to the use of corporal punishment, particularly for 
those convicted of violent personal crimes, he specifically decried the use of torture in interroga- 
tion to elicit confessions (Beirne, 2006). He supported time limits on case preparation for both 
the defense and the prosecution. This is another example of these theorists’ conviction that swift- 
ness of punishment, not its severity, is the strength of its deterrent value. Beccaria was also 
opposed to the imprisonment of those not yet convicted of crimes. Languishing in the filthy, 
disease-ridden prisons, many of the accused died even before being tried, a situation repugnant 
to the humanitarian as well as to the rational thinker of the time. The writings of Beccaria and 
John Howard, who toured prisons and jails and described their conditions, inspired sweeping 
reforms of prison conditions and incarceration practices.! 

Finally, members of the Classical School were generally opposed to capital punishment. 
Beccaria argued that no citizen has the right to take his or her own life and, therefore, citizens 
could not give this right to the state under the social contract. Moreover, if the state can take a 
life, where is the profit in allowing the state to govern for us? Capital punishment was, as a result, 
not part of the state’s base of authority. Using a more pragmatic approach to capital punishment, 
Bentham pointed out that the death penalty might tend to make members of a jury exercise leni- 
ency out of humane motives, therefore subverting the law. Using this same line of reasoning, he 
also thought witnesses might perjure themselves out of the same humane motives. In short, by 
being humane, jurors in capital cases could spread a message that it is acceptable to ignore the 
law. Thus, he thought capital punishment was simply not worth the potential havoc it could cre- 
ate for the justice system and law. 

The impact of the Classical School may be seen in the results of the French and American 
revolutions (Newman & Marongiu, 2009). Both embraced the equality of people, the right to life 
and liberty, fairness in the administration of justice, and restrictions on the actions of the state. 
Criminal law in the United States is largely classical, with its strong emphasis on individual 
responsibility for actions and on due process of law. In our contemporary criminal justice sys- 
tem, not until the sentencing stage is there a move away from the classical emphasis, with some 
sentences designed to treat the offender. Even here the current trend is toward a more punitive 
form of sentencing. 


CLASSIFICATION OF THE SCHOOL 


Since the Classical School was, in reality, a movement designed to reform society, it was both 
conflict-oriented and structural. The conflict classification derives from the fact that philoso- 
phers and scholars of this era saw human nature as needing to be restricted and controlled. They 
believed that people were basically self-interested and, without restraint, would act in ways that 
conflict with the interests of others. Proponents of these versions of human nature simply could 
not accept the idea of individuals naturally being in a state of consensus or agreement with each 
other. The promotion of social contract forms of government classical theorists felt societies 
could most humanely control their citizens and their governments. In addition, the majority of 
their ideas were at odds with existing political and legal structures, and their reforms were aimed 


' There is some contention about the importance of Beccaria’s work. Philip Jenkins (1984) argues that it was Beccaria’s 
“conservative” bent that provided the support for the essay. Similarly, Graeme Newman and Pietro Marongiu (1990, 
2009) hold that Beccaria’s work is vastly overrated today. They suggest that all the ideas in his essay were present in oth- 
ers’ works, from which Beccaria liberally borrowed. Piers Beirne (1991, 1993, 1994, 2006) also argues there was no real 
Classical School and that Beccaria has been continuously misinterpreted by scholars. Other critics have noted that the 
very processes and behaviors Beccaria objected to were being reformed both before and as he wrote. 
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An Example of Classical Thought 


(Excerpts from the Virginia Bill of Rights, adopted June 12, 1776) 


SECTION 1. That all men are by nature equally free and indepen- 
dent, and have certain inherent rights, of which, when they enter 
into a state of society, they cannot, by any compact, deprive or 
divest their posterity; namely, the enjoyment of life and liberty, 
with the means of acquiring and possessing property, and pursu- 
ing and obtaining happiness and safety. 


Section 2. That all power is vested in, and consequently derived 
from, the people; that magistrates are their trustees and ser- 
vants. ... 


Section 3. That government is, or ought to be, instituted for 
the common benefit, protection, and security of the people, 
nation or community; of all the various modes and forms of 


government, that is best which is capable of producing the great- 
est degree of happiness and safety. . . . 


SECTION 4. That no man, or set of men, are entitled to exclusive 
or separate emoluments or privileges from the community. . . . 


Section 8. That in all capital or criminal prosecutions a man 
hath a right to demand the cause and nature of his accusation, 
to be confronted with the accusers and witnesses, to call for evi- 
dence in his favor, and to a speedy trial by an impartial jury of 
twelve men of his vicinage, without whose unanimous consent 
he cannot be found guilty; nor can he be compelled to give evi- 
dence against himself; that no man be deprived of his liberty, 
except by the law of the land or the judgment of his peers. 


at existing social arrangements. The new philosophy of the common people was in conflict with 
religious and economic systems, the old governmental structure, and forms of knowledge based 
on religious revelation. 

We classify the Classical School as predominantly structural because it emphasizes the 
effect of societal institutions on people in general. The theorists’ main concern focused on the 
way governments make law and how law affects the rights of citizens. The fact that the Classical 
School was interested in the legislation of criminal law and in the criminal justice system, rather 
than in criminal behavior, is characteristic of a fully structural approach. Indeed, since most of 
the criminological theories of the period were political theories, the Classical School was pre- 
dominantly macrotheoretical in its orientation. 

There is also a processual and microtheoretical side to the Classical School. Some argue 
that the Classical School should be categorized as processual because of its emphasis on the 
rational, and hedonistic, behavior of individuals. Indeed, the justification for punishment and 
the construction of criminal law were based on showing a rational person that there would be 
no profit in transgressing on the rights of others. The entire classical legal structure is founded 
on the concept of a rational person and responsibility for one’s own actions. Clearly, the Clas- 
sical School had something to say about the process of committing crime and why crime takes 
place. It is also true, however, that every theoretical position begins with (often unstated) 
assumptions about human nature. Those assumptions form a foundation for theories but do not 
constitute the essence of a theory. Therefore, we believe that the rational pursuit of pleasure is 
best seen as an assumption rather than the real focus of classical theory. Those who focus on 
the writings of Jeremy Bentham are more likely to see a microtheoretical, and processual, 
focus to the school. 


Summary 


The Classical School is characterized by (1) an emphasis on 
free will choices and human rationality, (2) a view of behavior 
as hedonistic, (3) a focus on morality and responsibility, (4) a 
concern with political structure and the way in which govern- 
ment deals with its citizens, and (5) a concern for the basic 
rights of all people. These generic ideas and concerns were 
applied to criminal justice to produce concepts such as deter- 
rence, civil rights, and due process of law; but it is the general 
characteristics, not the specific ones of criminal justice, that 
contain the essence of classical thought. 


MAJOR POINTS OF THE SCHOOL 


1. People exist in a world with free will and make their own 
rational choices, although they have a natural tendency 
toward self-interest and pleasure. 

2. People have certain natural rights, among them life, lib- 
erty, and ownership of property. 

3. Governments are created by the citizens of a state to pro- 
tect these rights, and they exist as a social contract 
between those who govern and those who are governed. 


4. Citizens give up only the portion of their natural rights 
that is necessary for the state to regulate society for the 
benefit of all and to protect society against the natural 
self-interest of individuals. 

5. To ensure civil rights, legislators enact law that both 
defines the procedures by which transgressions will be 
handled and specifies the exact behaviors that make up 
those transgressions. This law specifies the process for 
determining guilt and the punishment to be meted out to 
those found guilty. 
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6. Crime consists of a transgression against the social con- 
tract; therefore, crime is a moral offense against society. 

7. Punishment is justified only to preserve the social con- 
tract. Therefore, the purpose of punishment is to pre- 
vent future transgressions by deterring socially 
harmful behavior. Only that amount of punishment 
necessary to offset the gains of harmful behavior is 
justified. 

8. All people are equal in their rights and should be treated 
equally before the law. 


Epilogue: Current Directions and Policy Implications 


The Classical School still has a dominant effect on today’s 
criminal justice system policies. Most Western nations still 
adhere to most of the classical inventions under due process of 
law and the rights of individuals, largely because these con- 
cepts are embedded in various constitutions. Two of the major 
concepts of the Classical School, deterrence and rationality, are 
still alive and well. 

Deterrence has had two separate rebirths over the last 
four decades. In the first, the public, in moving toward a more 
conservative and punitive mode, has embraced the concept of 
deterrence and clamored for harsher sentences. The assump- 
tion, of course, is that tougher sentences will deter would-be 
criminals from committing crimes and make those caught and 
convicted reconsider their behavior. Deterrence has been the 
favored approach to the crimes of drunken driving and drug 
dealing. One of the problems with deterring criminals is that 
our criminal justice system does not proceed quickly. The fed- 
eral system and many states have attempted to solve this prob- 
lem by enacting speedy trial laws. 

In the second renewal of interest in deterrence, many 
scholars have been engaged in research to see if deterrence 
works. Three of the favorite research topics have been the death 
penalty, drunken driving, and drug use. At this time, the collec- 
tive evidence points to a short-term effect for drunken driving, 
probably no effect for the death penalty, and little, if any, effect 
for drug use. Sherman (1990) has noted that there is a decay 
effect for deterrence, with perhaps an initial effect and subse- 
quent decay in its residual effects, assuming any effect is found. 
There is still controversy over the proper way to test for the 
effects of deterrence, and the jury is still out on most of the 
issues. However, it should be noted the vast majority of deter- 
rence research has failed to find any substantial deterrent effect 
for legal sanctions. In fact, Ray Paternoster, a criminologist 
who has been engaged in deterrence research for more than 30 
years, characterizes the body of evidence for deterrence as 
more than a little flimsy (2010, p. 766). Similarly, a review of 
the deterrent effect of the death penalty by the National 
Research Council (Nagin and Pepper, 2012) concludes that 
existing research cannot be used to make any conclusions. In 
the face of this evidence, contemporary legislatures and the 
public continue to act as if deterrence were alive and well, and 
the primary factor in keeping crime in check. On the other 
hand, a new approach called focused deterrence is being used 


in policing circles in lieu of proposing policing efforts as gen- 
eral deterrence (for instance, increasing the number of police). 
The idea is to avoid efforts aimed at deterring crime in general 
and instead focus on specific crime types in targeted areas. The 
results, as opposed to general policing actions, have demon- 
strated some deterrence effects (Engel, Tillyer, & Corsaro, 
2013) but methodological critiques of other deterrence research 
still apply here. Situational crime prevention, another newer 
policing approach, is also an offshoot of modern deterrence 
theory. Freilich (2015) has, for instance, compared the ideas of 
Beccaria to that approach. 

Researchers have also recognized that legal punishments 
do not stand alone, and some have argued for a version of deter- 
rence combining both legal and informal punishment systems. 
In fact, the usual direction is to combine deterrence with con- 
cepts from social control theories (Chapter 11). Social learning 
theory (Chapter 12) can also be interpreted as a close cousin of 
deterrence because it includes punishment as one of the stimuli 
involved in the learning process. When legal deterrence is com- 
bined with informal social controls, the research results usually 
show only a slight effect attributable to legal deterrence. Infor- 
mal controls seem to have a stronger effect on individuals, par- 
ticularly when the informal controls include shaming. 

The public and the government have embraced the notion 
of a rational criminal. This makes it easier to blame the offender 
for all aspects of a crime, rather than share some of that blame 
with society for creating conditions that force some people into 
crime. If it is an individual’s decision to commit crime, then he 
or she is morally responsible and deserves to be punished. The 
great advantage of this reasoning is that we do not have to do 
anything other than punish while the individual is in our con- 
trol. Thus, from the mid-1970s to about 2000, rehabilitation 
and skill training were no longer part of what a prison should 
do. In addition, with deterrence as our goal, we do not have to 
engage in expensive social programs to improve conditions that 
create crime, nor do we have to engage in even more expensive 
social reform. An assumption that individuals make fully ratio- 
nal decisions to engage in criminal behavior can save a lot of 
money. If this assumption is incorrect, and research on the 
effects of prison warehousing of offenders seems to have inval- 
idated it, these savings may be short-term ones. A failure to 
rectify social conditions, if they are also important, will simply 
make matters worse and over the long term will cost much 
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more in increased crime, suffering, and deterioration of neigh- 
borhoods. In the past few years, administrators of most state 
correctional systems have recognized the problem. Ironically, 
many of the politicians who still support the concepts of deter- 
rence and rational criminals are now supporters of skills train- 
ing and rehabilitation because they think it saves money by 
reducing the number of offenders who return to prison. 

Criminologists have also granted a good deal of popular- 
ity to the concept of rational offenders. We now have rational 
choice theories (Chapter 13) and theories of punishment called 
“just deserts.” The rational choice theories generally suggest a 
connection between opportunities for offending, the environ- 
mental conditions at the time, and the readiness of the offender 
to engage in the offense. That is, they assert that, given the situ- 
ation and the circumstances, offenders make informed deci- 
sions to commit crimes. Just deserts punishment theory returns 
to the classical concept of retribution and argues that, because 
offenders make the choice to offend, punishment is deserved. 
The “just” portion of the theory restates the classical notion of 
equitable punishment—no more or less punishment than what 
is required to correct the harm from the crime. 

One might argue that our criminal justice system has 
become so punitive and unwieldy that we need a similar period 
of reform and revision in order to ensure fairness and propor- 
tionality in our law. Most jurisdictions have gradually increased 
the possible aggravating circumstances that make capital pun- 
ishment an option in murder cases. There is even talk of capital 
punishment for certain homeland security crimes. The latest (as 
of the time of this writing) in punitive approaches involves the 
state of North Carolina attempting to protect wives and daugh- 
ters from what may be essentially fictional concerns. Worried 
that transgender males (i.e., those born male and now identify- 
ing as female) are using female restrooms and somehow threat- 
ening “real” women, NC legislators passed a law prohibiting 
and criminally penalizing members of the opposite sex using 
gender-specific restrooms. Part of the rationale was that males 
would dress up as females just to get into women’s restrooms 
for voyeuristic or sexual-assault purposes. As one would expect, 
this extension of morality into criminal law created a backlash 
with various corporations, music artists, sports events, conven- 
tions, and others cancelling business in the state. Some critics 
have pointed out that women themselves are most likely to be 
criminalized under this law as large venues (sports, concerts) 
traditionally have underbuilt female restrooms and women 


Questions and Weblinks 


Critical Thinking Questions 


1. How relevant do you think the ideas of the Classical School are to 
the criminal justice system today? What classical ideas could be 
developed and implemented today that we are not currently using? 

2. What do you think deters someone from committing a crime? 
What evidence can you think of that indicates people are or are not 
deterred? Are there people who are “most deterred”? 

3. Do we have a viable and meaningful sense of “social contract” in 
our society today? Why or why not? How important is it for 


commonly use male restrooms in frustration with the long lines 
waiting for their own restrooms. A woman using a male rest- 
room would be in violation of North Carolina’s law. Of interest 
is a case in a Texas city where a similar ordinance was passed. 
The first arrest was a person attempting to use the women’s 
restroom—unfortunately, the person turned out to be a woman 
who evidently wasn’t female enough in appearance. In sum, 
excessive use of the criminal law tends to expand into morality 
issues (the question of whose morality is to be used is, of 
course, a critical issue here) and becomes even more unwieldy, 
ensuring that the very ideas the Classical School scholars 
objected to become prevalent. The 2016 presidential campaign 
seems to illustrate well the various moral perspectives brought 
up by anger-driven rhetoric and its implications for over-reac- 
tive law making. 

Also, zero-tolerance policies and mandatory punishments 
have made a wide range of behaviors criminal, and those behav- 
iors vary significantly from state to state, making it difficult to 
know what specific conduct is allowed or proscribed. In one 
school, a six-year-old girl with mental health problems was 
arrested for kicking her teacher. In New Haven, Connecticut, an 
eighth grader was removed from his position of class vice-pres- 
ident, banned from participating in an honors dinner, and sus- 
pended for a day because he violated the school district’s 
wellness policy by purchasing a serving of candy. The youth, 
who simply bought a small bag of Skittles from a classmate, 
admitted he did not even know that he broke a rule. In another 
instance, a child who gave an aspirin to a classmate who com- 
plained of a headache was suspended from school for distribut- 
ing drugs; in yet another case, an elementary school student 
was suspended for having a candy “gun.” All of these things 
have contributed to a backlash against zero-tolerance policies 
as being too narrow and strict. This is exactly the same argu- 
ment that neoclassicists and, later, positivists made against the 
classical position: treating everyone the same according to the 
law and assuming rational intent simply doesn’t work out well. 
But, in fairness, classical scholars would have argued that too 
many rules and laws—and the ability for everyone to know and 
understand them and the way they are interpreted and 
enforced—leads to abuses of punishment and ineffective gover- 
nance. The bottom line for the Classical School though is that 
these 200-year-old ideas are applicable to our latest policy and 
theoretical notions. Obviously, we are still engaged in debates 
about these ideas. 


society to have a strong social contract and what barriers do we 
face in developing such sentiments? 

4. Examine some of the more notable criminal cases in the news 
today and the punishments that were handed down. How do the 
sentences today compare to those of the classical period or even to 
sentences of 100 or 50 years ago? What factors seem to shape the 
way we view punishments? 


Practice Essay Questions 


1. What were punishments like before the influence of the classical 
philosophers? 

2. Discuss some of the classical concepts and ideas that we still see 
in our criminal justice system today. 


Related Websites 


http://www.utilitarianism.com/bentham.htm 
http://www.ucl.ac.uk/Bentham-Project/who 
http://www.constitution.org/cb/beccaria_bio.htm 
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The Positive School 


LEARNING OBJECTIVES 


Objective 3.1: Describe the development of biological theories of crime. 
Objective 3.2: Discuss the work of Cesare Lombroso and what he contributed to criminology. 


Objective 3.3: Explain what is meant by atavism and whether it is a still a relevant concept to the 
study of crime. 


Objective 3.4: Compare and contrast the major principles of the classical and positivist school. 


Objective 3.5: Summarize some of the topics in criminology studied by psychologists. 


INTRODUCTION 


While the champions of the classical period were writers and philosophers, the Positivists were 
more likely to be scientists, mathematicians, doctors, and astronomers. While the classical reform- 
ers sought to modernize and civilize the system within which they lived, the Positivists reached out 
to order and explain the world around them. The earlier concentration on building a moral and fair 
system of justice and government was thus displaced by the scientific exploration and discovery of 
other aspects of life. 

Although the Classicalists believed that humans possess a rational mind and thus have free will to 
choose good over evil, the Positivists saw behavior as determined by its biological, psychological, and 
social traits. The primary characteristics of positivist criminological thought are a deterministic view of 
the world, a focus on criminal behavior instead of on legal issues such as rights, and the prevention of 
crime through the treatment and rehabilitation of offenders. 

The use of scientific research techniques was common to those who studied criminals from a 
positivist perspective. In scientific analyses, data were collected to describe and explain different 
types of individuals as well as different social conditions. The theory of evolution, proposed by natu- 
ralists and anthropologists, formed a basis for the study of human behavior and, more specifically, of 
criminal behavior. 

Most criminological texts limit their consideration of the Positive School to the work of three Ital- 
ian writers and thus create confusion among students when the term “positivism” is applied to later and 
broader theories. This chapter focuses on positivism as a more general approach and delves into the 
essence of what positivism is. In this way, one gains a more general understanding of positivism than the 
theories of a few people, and this view helps students transcend the biological emphasis usually associ- 
ated with the Positive School. In reality, positivism is a philosophical system that emphasizes the “posi- 
tive” application of science to knowledge production. Therefore, the Positive School is an 
all-encompassing scientific perspective. The school is also known today as the “modernist” perspective 
(a term used by those scholars who consider themselves to be “postmodern’’). 
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THE HERITAGE OF THE SCHOOL 
The Social Heritage 


The years at the beginning of the twentieth century were alive with invention and discovery. Sci- 
ence became a major tool of scholars, and the world experienced a revolution in knowledge that 
brought countless changes to everyday life. Advanced communications put once-separate cul- 
tures in close contact. The Statue of Liberty was unveiled, the Eiffel Tower was completed, Hen- 
rik Ibsen wrote, Giuseppe Verdi composed, and Vincent van Gogh painted. The automobile, the 
airplane, the phonograph, and electric lighting were introduced. Medicine embraced science, and 
researchers discovered germs and how to combat them. Sigmund Freud developed psychoanaly- 
sis, and Albert Einstein pronounced his theory of relativity. 

The application of science to problems of everyday life was central to the creations of the 
late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Perhaps as never before, a method of gaining 
knowledge was almost deified. With the great strides made by the application of science to indus- 
try, it was to be expected that those concerned with human affairs would have a vision of perfect- 
ing humanity through scientific study. 

Of great importance was the transformation of the agriculturally based aristocracies of the 
eighteenth century into complex, industrialized, urban societies. The French and American revolu- 
tions helped foster a new climate in which the concerns of the Classical School could be addressed. 
People became less concerned with their governments than previously was the case and focused 
more attention on social rather than on political problems. Social historian David Rothman (1971, 
pp. 59-62), for example, points out that Americans saw crime as the product of inequities in Brit- 
ish colonial rule and expected crime to be reduced with the institution of the new democracy. 
When crime rates failed to drop, Americans were forced to acknowledge that crime might have 
other bases in human behavior. Positivism provided the answers to that new concern. 


The Intellectual Heritage 


Although some see little connection between the Classical and Positive Schools, it was the clas- 
sical reaffirmation that people could develop and verify their own knowledge that led to the 
widespread use of science in the positivist era. Among the various intellectual influences in this 
direction was the rise of a (positive) philosophy that underscored the importance of tested and 
systematized experience rather than pure speculation, or metaphysics. Humans were seen as 
responsible for their own destinies, and they were fully capable of adapting their own behaviors 
and social institutions to create a society that would fulfill those destinies. 

A second important ingredient in the rise of positivist criminology was the concept of evo- 
lution that emerged even before the writing of Charles Darwin. Evolution became a standard 
form of thinking about subjects, popularized to the extent that human societies were seen as 
evolving. Western societies were seen as the pinnacle of human accomplishment, and all else was 
less evolved. Criminals were viewed as individuals who were not as fully evolved as more civi- 
lized people (“normal” members of Western societies). Leonard Savitz (1972, p. viii) even sug- 
gests that this evolutionary perspective contributed to the development of a racist view of 
criminality and fueled the popularity of the field of eugenics. 

A final influence on positivist criminology was the emergence of anthropology. Still in its 
infancy as an academic discipline, anthropology presented evidence that other societies were 
more “primitive.” The chief purveyors of this evidence were missionaries and colonial adminis- 
trators, who were not well trained in the art of observation. Failing to look deeply into the societ- 
ies they reported on, they assumed that complex organization would resemble their own European 
societies. Failing to find European-style social organization, they concluded that other societies 
were less evolved, more primitive, and closer to original human nature. Their observations were 
then used by other disciplines and incorporated into social science theories of how societies 
develop and why humans behave as they do. 


THE PERSPECTIVE OF THE SCHOOL 


Positivism itself is more accurately called a philosophy than a theory. Even as a philosophy, there 
are several varieties of positivism. Abraham Kaplan (1968, p. 389) identifies two major forms. 
The first is a product of eighteenth-century Enlightenment philosophy (the Classical School), 
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with its emphasis on the importance of reason and experience. The second is a twentieth-century 
version known as “Logical Positivism,” with a close association with mathematical reasoning 
and formal models of thought. This is the version that is referred to as “modernism.” Many today 
also associate positivism with various forms of statistical analysis. Within sociology alone, there 
have been several different understandings about the meaning of positivism (Halfpenny, 1982). 
One important underpinning of almost any form of positivism is an interest in classifying (or 
establishing categories for) any subject of interest. 

Many criminologists use the term “positivism” to mean an approach that studies human 
behavior through the use of the traditional scientific method. The focus is on systematic observa- 
tion and the accumulation of evidence and objective fact within a deductive framework (moving 
from the general to the specific). Positivists, then, may study behavior from a biological, a psy- 
chological, or a sociological perspective. The point is not the perspective from which the study is 
done but the assumptions that underlie the methodology for doing the study. 


Auguste Comte and the Methodology of Positivism 


Much of the system of analysis that constitutes sociological positivism today was developed by 
Auguste Comte, a nineteenth-century French philosopher and social scientist who is credited 
with being the father of sociology. His approach to the study of social phenomena included an 
insistence on testable hypotheses, the use of comparative methods, the careful classification of 
societies, a systematic approach to the study of social history, and the study of abnormality as a 
means to understanding normality (Fletcher, 1975, pp. ix—xi). Comte’s work, among that of oth- 
ers, prompted scientific studies of human social behavior. 


Early Nineteenth-Century Positivist Work 


Perhaps the earliest of positivistically oriented work on the subject of crime was that of two stat- 
isticians, Adolphe Quetelet of Belgium and Andre Guerry of France, in the 1820s and 1830s. 
Each examined the social statistics that were available in some European countries as if they 
were data from the physical sciences. Quetelet, a mathematician, applied probability theory to 
these data to produce a concept of the “average person,” something we might take for granted 
today in our use of actuarial data and in our projections of crime risk over time. His adherence to 
the idea of a normal distribution (bell curve) of events seemed to stand in contrast to the idea of 
free will. Applying predictive models to the study of crime rates, he found variations in crime 
rates by climate and season and observed the same age and sex differences we find today among 
criminals (Quetelet, 1831/1984). 

Other early work was largely that of biologists and anatomists who studied the human body 
in hopes of establishing some relationship between it and human behavior. Some of this work dis- 
tinctly predates any of the usual claims to the founding of criminology. A physiognomist of the 
sixteenth century, G. Baptista della Porta, related characteristics of the body to criminality (Schafer, 
1976, p. 38). In the early nineteenth century, phrenologists measured and studied the shape of the 
head in an attempt to determine the relationship between brain and behavior. The chief practitioners 
of phrenology, Franz Joseph Gall and Johann Gaspar Spurzheim, believed that the characteristics of 
the brain are mirrored in bumps on the skull. They and their followers set about documenting the 
relationship between these bumps and behavior, especially abnormal behavior. For a short period in 
the 1830s, the United States even had a journal devoted to the science of phrenology, the American 
Journal of Phrenology. In its day, phrenology was a reasonable scientific approach. 


The Italian Positivists 


The beginnings of criminological positivism are usually traced (although with questionable 
accuracy, as we have mentioned) to the work of three Italian thinkers, Cesare Lombroso, Enrico 
Ferri, and Raffaele Garofalo. 

Lombroso, often called the father of modern criminology, was a surgeon who conducted 
systematic observations and measurements of soldiers, criminals, the insane, and the general 
population. His initial data collection on over 54,000 subjects included not only the living, but 
measures from cadavers as well (Parmelee, 1908). The descriptive data he painstakingly collected 
represented the use of an experimental method in “legal” medicine that was similar to criminal 
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anthropology. Trying to account for mental and physical differences, he pointed out that crimi- 
nals have multiple physical abnormalities of an atavistic (Subhuman or primitive) or degenerative 
nature. These physical inferiorities characterized a biological throwback that Lombroso called 
the born criminal. He also reported that criminals manifest traits of sensory impairment; a lack of 
moral sense, particularly the absence of remorse; and the use of slang and tattoos. 

In accord with the positivist tendency to categorize traits, Lombroso distinguished other 
types of criminals: the insane criminal, the epileptic criminal, and the occasional criminal, who 
for no biological reason but by the influence of circumstances or surroundings was drawn to 
crime. This classification scheme was later modified by Ferri, one of Lombroso’s students, to 
include the born criminal, those who committed crimes of passion, and the habitual criminal. 
Lombroso quickly embraced the “born criminal” term because it fit his previous description of 
the major cause of criminality. Later in life, he acknowledged his numerous critics and included 
social and economic factors in his list of causes of crime. He continued to insist, however, that 
these causes were secondary in nature to biological factors. 

Enrico Ferri’s conception of criminal causality went beyond that of his teacher. While 
responsible for the term “born criminal” that Lombroso used, he introduced other important causal 
factors into Italian Positivism. According to Ferri, crime was caused by a number of factors includ- 
ing physical (race, geographics, temperature, and climate), anthropological (age, sex, organic, and 
psychological), and social factors such as customs, religion, economics, and population density. 
To study them, he argued, one would need to use positive observation that would include criminal 
Statistics and penal law in a “synthetic science” that he called “criminal sociology” (Ferri, 1917). 

Ferri supported the notion that in any given social environment, with generally fixed condi- 
tions, only a certain amount of crime could be realized. This was called the Law of Criminal 
Saturation. He also developed a fourfold classification of murders that appears in his book Homi- 
cide, based on the insane, the occasional, and the born criminal, as well as the crime of passion. 

Raffaele Garofalo (1914) also built on the work of Lombroso and, of the three, was perhaps 
the most skeptical about biological explanations of criminal behavior. Garofalo believed that civi- 
lized people have certain basic sentiments about the values of human life and property; absence of 
these sentiments indicates a lack of concern for fellow humans. Finding a combination of environ- 
mental, circumstantial, and organic reasons for criminal behavior, he termed such behavior psy- 
chic or moral “anomaly,” a deficiency of altruistic sensibility. He assumed that this psychic 
variation, which he carefully distinguished from insanity or mental illness, is more frequent 
among members of “certain inferior races” (Allen, 1972). In essence, he believed that certain 
people are morally less developed than others. Garofalo also commented on the legalistic nature 
of definitions of crime, believing that these definitions limit them in application and situation. 
Instead, he formulated the more universal notion of natural crime, by which he referred to acts 
that all civilized societies would readily recognize as offensive. He believed that the dangerous- 
ness of the criminal was the criterion on which social crime-fighting priorities should be based. 


Twentieth-Century Positivism 


Following the work of the Italian positivists, a good deal of effort was expended in the biological 
area. The family histories of criminals were examined and criminal heredity traced to certain 
ancestors (Dugdale, 1877; Estabrook, 1916; Goddard, 1913; Goring, 1913). Richard Dugdale’s 
study of six generations of the Juke family was used to infer that criminal (and antisocial) behav- 
ior is inherited. He was able to trace a number of criminals, prostitutes, and paupers in the family 
line, all derived from the original criminal father. Intelligence tests were developed by Alfred 
Binet and subsequently used to explain criminality through the concept of inherited feeblemind- 
edness, or lack of intelligence (Burt, 1925; Goddard, 1914). Henry Goddard’s well-known study 
of the Kallikak family was similar to that of Dugdale’s. He matched the histories of two family 
lines produced by a soldier (from a well-to-do family) in the Revolutionary War. One lineage 
derived from a liaison with a “feebleminded” barmaid, the other from marriage to an honorable 
Quaker woman. Goddard traced numerous antisocial, deviant, and criminal offspring from the 
liaison with the barmaid and “none” from the marriage. 

The obvious implication was that feeblemindedness was inherited and a cause of criminal- 
ity. As a result, sterilization programs were advocated and implemented across the country dur- 
ing the 1930s and 1940s. In fact, a recent task force in North Carolina pressed the state to 
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compensate surviving victims of state-imposed sterilizations. North Carolina not only moved to 
apologize for the ill-advised eugenics program but has organized reparations for the 72 remain- 
ing subjects of the 7,600 cases documented in that state alone. Although eugenics proponents 
claimed to have targeted those deemed “mentally diseased, feebleminded or epileptic,” Elaine 
Riddick acknowledges that she was sterilized following the birth of her son, who resulted from 
being raped at the age of 14 (Waggoner, 2012). 

Other more contemporary studies of genetics and heredity have involved the examination of 
twins (Lange, 1919/1930), general body types (Glueck & Glueck, 1950, 1956, 1974; Hooten, 
1939; Kretschmer, 1926; Sheldon, 1949), and even endocrinology (Schlapp & Smith, 1928). The 
body type theories suggest that certain physical features result in a propensity to crime often stud- 
ied as constitutional psychology. The most quoted of this work is that of William Sheldon, who 
proposed three categories of a combination of body types and personality temperaments that he 
called somatotypes. An ectomorph is a person who is small-boned, lean, and frail, with a sensitive 
and introverted (shy) personality. A mesomorph is a person of muscular, larger-boned body build 
with an aggressive, action-oriented, outgoing (extroverted) personality. The third type, an endo- 
morph, has a rather soft and fat build with a relaxed, jovial, and extroverted personality. Sheldon 
found that delinquents were most often of the mesomorph body type. The platform of Sheldon’s 
work has been criticized for its eugenic nature (supportive of racial “cleansing”), and his conclu- 
sions of biological devolution in studies sponsored by the National Council on Religion in Higher 
Education were also criticized. Scientific reviews condemned his small and suspect samples, the 
lack of rigor in his work, and the subjective assessments in his conclusions (Rafter, 2007). 

Still, strains of the body type/temperament approach are found in more recent times in the 
work of Juan Cortes and Florence Gatti (1972) and psychologists who have tied body type and 
self-perceptions of physical attractiveness with self-esteem and self-concept (see, for example, 
Catell & Metzner, 1993). These may be personality traits that are indirectly linked to behavior 
including deviance and delinquency. 

The twin research is perhaps the most interesting of the genetic studies. In this form of 
research, the behavior of identical twins (who have identical genetic heritage) is compared. Frater- 
nal twins (who have a different genetic heritage just like any two siblings) have also been used. 
The reasoning is that if one twin is criminal, then the other also should be criminal. Johannes 
Lange’s study of prisoner twins and their noninstitutionalized counterparts found a high degree of 
concordance (both twins had engaged in criminal behavior). Identical twins produce concordant 
results in a higher proportion than do fraternal twins. Several other studies have produced similar 
results (for reviews of this research see Christiansen, 1968, 1970, 1977b; Cortes & Gatti, 1972; 
Dalgaard & Kringlen, 1976; Ellis, 1982, 1985). The question that remains unanswered, however, 
is the effect of environment in creating likeness among twins. Comparable studies of adopted 
siblings have also been undertaken (Crowe, 1972, 1974; Hutchings & Mednick, 1977; Schuls- 
inger, 1972). The logic is that if genetic theories hold true, the children should behave more like 
their biological parents than their adoptive parents. To some extent these results were found. 

Much of the literature on psychological influences on behavior has been the result of the 
ground-breaking work of Sigmund Freud. While Freud himself said little about crime, other psy- 
chiatrists have examined the effect of unconscious conflict on criminal behavior (Abrahamsen, 
1944; Aichhorn, 1925/1935; Friedlander, 1947). Perhaps, the most notable work has been that of 
William Healy (1915; Alexander & Healy, 1935; Healy & Bronner, 1936). Healy and other psychi- 
atric workers examined juveniles in a psychiatric institution (which he directed) and after numer- 
ous sessions determined that each juvenile had experienced emotional trauma at some point in life. 
For comparison, the brothers and sisters of the delinquents were then briefly interviewed, and very 
little evidence of emotional trauma was found in their histories. Healy concluded that emotional 
trauma is responsible for creating psychological conflicts that lead to delinquent behavior. 

Other approaches have included the examination of personality differences, as with the 
Minnesota Multiphasic Personality Inventory (MMPI) (a complex personality test), and of 
psychopathic personalities (Hathaway & Monachesi, 1953, 1963). The MMPI contains a psy- 
chopathic personality subscale that was created by finding questions to which institutionalized 
delinquents gave uniformly different answers (i.e., scored higher) than “normal” juveniles. Sub- 
sequent researchers have found that institutionalized juveniles almost always score higher on the 
psychopathic personality subscale of the MMPI than normal juveniles do, thereby justifying 
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Summary 


psychopathy as a cause of delinquency. There is, of course, a certain irony in this research 
because the scale was created from questions on which the delinquents originally scored higher. 

On the sociological side, some early positivistic approaches encompassed both explana- 
tions of individual behavior and rates of behavior in society. The notion that behavior, includ- 
ing criminal acts, involves a process of imitating others was proposed by Gabriel Tarde (1890). 
He theorized that there is short-term behavior (fashion) and long-term behavior (custom). 
People who are inferior, that is, less successful, imitate those who are superior and copy their 
behavior. Thus, he argues that the use of new techniques for committing offenses, such as 
today’s carjackings and home invasion robberies, spreads by others hearing about and copying 
the crimes. Tarde also suggested that as the population becomes more dense, behavior will be 
oriented more toward fashion than toward custom. On the statistical side, the ecological stud- 
ies begun by Guerry and Quetelet blossomed into a sociological criminology that set out to 
investigate the effect of social structure on crime. Since the 1920s, the American tradition of 
criminology has used the positivist technique of analyzing population data and crime rates as 
well as the systematic study of criminal behavior. 


CLASSIFICATION OF THE SCHOOL 


The Positive School is characterized by a consensus perspective. All the theories developed 
under its mantle assume the existence of a core set of values in society that can be used to deter- 
mine and treat deviance. Positivists did not question the validity of their categories of harmful 
acts or the desirability of treating people. In fact, their assumption of consensus was so strong 
that they rarely ever questioned their own actions, even when “exterminating” groups of people 
designated as socially harmful. Other than the consensus perspective, the wide range of positivist 
theories makes any attempt at categorizing them very difficult. Positivist theories can be either 
structural or processual, so no definitive classification is possible. However, we can state that 
sociological theories have, as a rule, been structurally oriented and macrotheoretical, while bio- 
logical and psychological theories have been processual and microtheoretical. 


The work of the Positive School, diverse as it was, represented 
the first real concern with studying the behavior of the criminal. 
As Rafter (2006) explains, before Lombroso, crime was studied 
only by metaphysicians, moralists, and penologists. His work 
turned the field into a truly biosocial science. Embracing the 
scientific method, positivists took a deterministic stance toward 
behavior and left behind the Classical School’s insistence that 
humans are rational beings with free will. In the process, the 


Comparison of Classical and Positive Schools 


Point Classical School 


notion of punishment for deterrence began to make less sense. 
If an individual’s behavior was not predicated on rational deci- 
sions, then how could that individual be deterred? The thing to 
do, obviously, was to find those factors that cause the criminal 
behavior and remove (or treat) them. Further, the ability to pre- 
dict which individuals would be likely to become criminal and 
to treat them before they could harm themselves and society 
would be valuable in creating a better society. 


Positive School 


View of human nature 
responsible for own behavior 


Hedonistic; free-willed rationality, morally 


Malleable; determined by biological, psychological, 
and social environment; no moral responsibility; 
consensus oriented 


View of justice system 


Social contract; exists to protect society; due Scientific treatment system to cure pathologies and 


process and concern with civil rights; restrictions rehabilitate offenders; no concern with civil rights 


on system 


Form of law 
and sanctions 


Statutory law; exact specification of illegal acts Social law; illegal acts defined by analogy; scientific 


experts determine social harm and proper form of 
treatment 


Purpose of sentencing 
determinate (fixed length) 


Punishment for deterrence; sentences are Treatment and reform; sentences are indeterminate 


(variable length until cured) 


Criminological experts Philosophers; social reformers 


Scientists; treatment experts 


Positivists left behind the legal focus and concerns of the 
Classical School. In fact, for them the only reasonable defini- 
tion of criminality was a social one. Legality simply got in the 
way of treatment because behavioral categories did not neces- 
sarily fit legal categories. If behaviors were socially undesir- 
able, then individuals exhibiting them should be treated and 
returned to normalcy. Civil rights were of no concern if the real 
purpose of treatment was that of help. After all, how can one 
object to being helped; when a physician treats us, do we feel 
our civil rights have been violated? Thus, early positivists rea- 
soned that criminals have no need to object when they are being 
treated by correctional experts. 

Finally, positivism, as we have seen, is represented not 
only by biological theories of causality but by psychological 
and sociological theories as well. In fact, most of the theories of 
criminology throughout the 1950s were positivistic in nature. 
As a general perspective, then, positivism has had an enormous 
effect on the way criminological theories have been constructed 
and the way that research has been conducted. While this chap- 
ter has focused on the Positive School (or the Italian School), 
positivism itself is much larger than that school. Indeed, the 
Positive School is called that because it was the first crimino- 
logical use of the “positive application of science.” In that 
regard, it is the application of scientific tenets to establish and 
solve problems that is the essential ingredient of positivism. 
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This approach is now frequently referred to as “modernism” by 
today’s postmodernist theorists. 


MAJOR POINTS OF THE SCHOOL 


1. Humans live in a world in which cause and effect operate. 
Attributes of that world exhibit order and can be uncov- 
ered through systematic observation. 

2. Social problems, such as crime, can be remedied by 
means of a systematic study of human behavior. Through 
the application of science, human existence is perfectible, 
or at the least the human condition can be made better. 

3. Criminal behavior is a product of abnormalities. These 
abnormalities may be within the person, or they may 
exist as external social forces. 

4. Abnormal features can be found through comparison 
with those that are normal. 

5. Once abnormalities are found, it is the duty of criminol- 
ogy to assist in their correction. Abnormalities should be 
treated and the criminal reformed. 

6. Treatment is desirable both for the individual, so that he 
or she may become normal, and for society, so that mem- 
bers of society are protected from harm. 

7. The purpose of sanctions against criminals, then, is not to 
punish but to provide for treatment. 


Epilogue: Current Directions and Policy Implications 


CURRENT DIRECTIONS 


The more conservative attitudes of the mid-1970s through the 
present gave rise to an assumption of consensus in values, 
favoring the reemergence of nonsocial theories. A major impe- 
tus was that American society was doubtful of the value of 
reform and rehabilitation and had no desire to pay for the mas- 
sive social programs suggested by existing social theories. 
Thus, theories that cast the blame for crime on something more 
intrinsic were received favorably. A renewed interest in biologi- 
cal/biochemical and psychological theories of crime ensued. 


BIOLOGY 


Work in the biology of crime was especially focused during the 
1970s and 1980s with research by Christiansen (1977a), Med- 
nick and Christiansen (1977), Mednick and various associates 
(Hutchings & Mednick, 1977; Kirkegaard-Sorensen & Med- 
nick, 1977; Mednick, Gabrielli, & Hutchings, 1984, 1987; 
Mednick, Moffitt, & Stack, 1987), the biosocial theorizing of 
C. Ray Jeffery (1977, 1979, 1989a, 1998), and defense pro- 
vided by James Q. Wilson and Richard Herrnstein (1985). 
Mednick’s (1977) work, referred to as a biosocial theory, is an 
excellent example of the orientation of modern biological theo- 
rists. He views the biological characteristics of an individual as 
only one part in the equation of behavior—other parts are the 
physical and social environment. Mednick assumes that all 
individuals must learn to control natural urges toward antisocial 
and criminal behavior. This learning takes place in the family 


and with peer groups and is based on the punishment of unde- 
sirable behaviors. The punishment response is mediated by the 
autonomic (involuntary) nervous system. If the reaction is short 
lived, the individual is said to have rewarded himself or herself, 
and criminal behavior is inhibited. However, a slow physiologi- 
cal recovery from punishment (and fear of it) does little to teach 
the individual to refrain from undesirable behavior. Mednick 
views criminals as having slow autonomic nervous system 
responses to stimuli. 

As part of a series of writings, C. Ray Jeffery also offered 
an interdisciplinary biosocial theory of criminal behavior in 
Advances in Criminological Theory (1989a) and a criminology 
text (1989b). His perspective is that sociological, psychological, 
and biological characteristics should be seen as interacting 
together in a systems model to produce criminal behavior. Three 
basic systems produce the total organism: genetics, brain struc- 
ture and function, and learning (1989a, pp. 72-73). He posits 
that individuals are born with particular biological (genetic) and 
psychological characteristics that not only may predispose but 
may actually cause certain forms of behavior. This “nature” is 
independent of the socialization process present in the social 
environment. There is, however, a good deal of interplay 
between nature and nurture through the physical environment 
and the feedback mechanisms that exist in human biochemical 
systems. For example, Jeffery notes that poverty translates to a 
certain type of diet and exposure to pollutants. The resulting 
nutrients and chemicals are transformed by the biochemical sys- 
tem into neurochemical compounds within the brain. Thus, 


32  Chapter3 œ The Positive School 


poverty indirectly leads to behavioral differences (and, poten- 
tially, criminal behavior) through the interaction of individual 
and environment. Jeffery’s general scheme can be summed up in 
an equation he provides (1989a, p. 73) which essentially says 
that genetics interact with the brain to create behavior which has 
a feedback loop to affect and potentially modify the brain. All of 
this has a two-way interaction with the environment. In short, 
nothing stands alone, every individual factor not only affects 
other factors but is itself also affected by those other factors. 

In a controversial book, Crime and Human Nature 
(1985), Wilson and Herrnstein offer a similar biosocial version 
of the causes of street crime. They combine genetic factors with 
psychological dispositions and personality traits, drug usage, 
and socialization factors. Their final explanation of crime not 
only leans heavily toward individual human nature but also has 
a deterrence-like component: An offender makes a decision that 
the potential gain from crime will outweigh any possible pun- 
ishment. Thus, Wilson and Herrnstein’s criminals are born with 
and, throughout their life continue to gain, predispositions 
toward crime, but it is ultimately the criminal’s own decision to 
commit an act that is important. Other similar work has focused 
on neuropsychological functioning and its connection to behav- 
ior (Fishbein, 1990, 2000). 

Another approach to biological effects is work on intelli- 
gence and crime. Also referred to as mental deficiency, intelli- 
gence has been implicated in criminality for a long time. The 
“feeblemindedness” work of Dugdale, Goddard, and Goring is 
discredited today, however. Most criminologists see intelli- 
gence not as a cause of crime but as a predisposing factor in 
decisions to commit crime, but they do not discuss it very often. 
For a long time, interest in intelligence was based on a contro- 
versial position, taken in the late 1960s, that intelligence is 
genetically based and that differences in IQ can be used to 
explain different criminal propensities between races (see Jen- 
sen, 1969; Shockley, 1967). One criminologist, Robert Gordon 
(1986), used the position to argue that IQ is the best predictor 
of delinquency rates among various groups. In 1977, criminolo- 
gists Travis Hirschi and Michael Hindelang published an article 
that reviewed studies on IQ and delinquency. They found that, 
as a predictor of delinquency, IQ is at least as good as any of the 
other major social variables. Further, they noted that IQ is also 
strongly related to social class and race. Because delinquency is 
viewed as the province of lower-class, minority youths, this 
relationship implies that lower-class, minority delinquents have 
lower IQs. Responding to the IQ and delinquency position, 
Scott Menard and Barbara Morse (1984) argued that IQ is 
merely one of the ways in which juveniles are disadvantaged in 
American society. They see the societal and institutional 
response to these disadvantages as the real causal agent in 
delinquent behavior. Critics of IQ tests have noted that the way 
in which the tests are constructed provides advantages to those 
who are middle class and white. Moreover, they argue that 
these tests do not measure innate intelligence but rather some 
other ability, such as facility in language or cultural concepts. 

The most recent work on IQ and delinquency relies on an 
indirect relationship model that argues that IQ may influence 
school performance, which will then impact overall school 


adjustment and the positive social control mechanisms related 
to education. Vulnerability to the pressures of delinquent peers 
and one’s own self-control mechanisms are also indirectly 
related to IQ (McGloin, Pratt, & Maahs, 2004; Ward & Tittle, 
1994). This research implies that if IQ can be addressed and 
improved, children may be able to develop more resistance to 
delinquency through stronger ties to school and stronger valua- 
tion of academic achievement. 

Newer gene-based evolutionary theories are no longer 
postulating that genetic structures directly affect behavior. 
Because behavior is complex, these theories assume that 
genetic effects are indirect. They view the role of genes as 
affecting brain functioning, which governs behavior. Learning 
theories may be used in specifying how brain functioning is 
translated into behavior or there may be a propensity toward 
certain forms of learning. Even socialization may be affected 
by propensities toward such things as psychological or physio- 
logical traits, antisocial behaviors, and so on. These factors, 
then, influence how an individual will react in certain settings 
and make criminal behavior more or less probable. In sum, 
modern biosocial criminology is a complex perspective but is 
characterized by the way it emphasizes social context rather 
than straightforward biogenetic factors (Beaver, 2009; Walsh & 
Beaver, 2009a; Walsh & Beaver, 2009b). There are even those 
who advocate crime prevention on the basis of this approach 
(Rocque, Welsh, & Raine, 2012). Finally, there are some who 
feel that the field of criminology is finally open to causal con- 
nections from biosocial theories and research, even to the extent 
that a paradigm shift may be developing that includes both bio- 
genetic and social environmental factors (Rudo-Hutt, Portnoy, 
Chen, & Raine, 2014). Some support for this position may be 
found in a new unified theory of crime being proposed by Rob- 
ert Agnew (2014; Rebellon, Barnes, & Agnew, 2014). 

There is also a form of biological research that may not be 
properly called “biology” anymore because it is quite different 
from the earlier positions. This research is virtually all brain 
based and is a form of neurochemistry. The essence of the posi- 
tion is that much of delinquency may be a product of immature 
brain function, particularly in the ability to judge consequences 
of actions (Albert, Chein, & Steinberg, 2013; Corrado & Mathe- 
sius, 2014; Monahan, Steinberg, & Piquero, 2015). This imma- 
ture brain function is related to the fact that the sheathing (myelin) 
that covers nerve fibers does not fully form until approximately 
age 24. The myelin acts as an insulator and contains the electric 
impulses flowing along the nerves. In the brain, with so many 
nerves in such close proximity, the myelin is critical to prevent- 
ing what we might think of as “short-circuits.” Apparently, accu- 
rate and thoughtful assessments of the consequences of behavior 
fall victim to poor myelination, and impulsive behavior is the 
result. Consider that, if this causal mechanism proves to be sup- 
ported, it may be possible to argue in legal proceedings (espe- 
cially in the juvenile court) that juveniles may have diminished 
culpability at the time of a criminal/delinquent behavior (Foubis- 
ter & Tedeschi, 2015). While there is much good research devel- 
oping in this area, it remains to be seen whether general 
delinquency can be construed as primarily a neurological issue 
and to what extent that is modified by environment. 


The issue of a connection between the brain and violence 
appears to be on much firmer ground than the connection with 
delinquency in general. The most recent work on the brain and 
violence/psychopathology uses brain imaging (CAT and MRI 
scans) techniques to locate both differences in brain structure 
and electroneural activation among violent and nonviolent indi- 
viduals. A review of much of that research by Wahlund and 
Kristiansson (2009) shows that neurological researchers have 
produced fairly strong documentation of a link between dys- 
functional portions of the brain’s frontal and temporal lobes 
and past violence behavior. 


PSYCHOLOGY 


Some recent psychological work argues that there may be a 
“criminal personality,” or a different thinking pattern among 
criminals. Samuel Yochelson, a psychiatrist, and Stanton Same- 
now, a clinical psychologist, in a widely publicized study (1976, 
1977), reintroduced the case for a criminal personality. After 
thorough case studies of between 230 and 270 inmates at St. 
Elizabeth’s Hospital for the criminally insane in Washington, 
DC, Yochelson and Samenow pronounced that the causes of 
crime are not social, economic, or psychological inner con- 
flicts. Instead, they claimed that all criminals are born with 
abnormal thinking patterns that affect their ability to make 
decisions.! This “criminal personality” seeks excitement, has 
an inordinately high opinion of self, is exploitative and selfish, 
manipulates others, is amoral, and so forth. An attack on the 
criminal’s self-image tends to produce a violent reaction. All in 
all, Yochelson and Samenow claimed to have found 52 different 
criminal thinking patterns. The theoretical position that all 
criminals have different thinking patterns was very popular in 
federal government circles for a while, and some of the crime 
policies of the 1980s were based on it. 


COGNITIVE THEORY 


The best example of psychologically based cognitive theory is 
one proposed by Glenn Walters and Thomas White (1989; Wal- 
ters, 1990). In a 1989 critique, Walters said that criminology had 
not adequately recognized the role of cognition in the individual. 
His point is that social and environmental conditions serve to 
limit individual options rather than determine behavior. If social 
and environmental factors are a backdrop for choice, then behav- 
ior can be seen as patterned by these factors while individual 
rationality determines the form of patterned activity. In short, 
“life conditions place effected [sic] individuals at increased (or 
decreased) risk for later criminality” (Walters, 1989, p. v). 
Walters and White jointly argue that criminal behavior is 
the product of faulty, irrational thinking and deny that environ- 
mental factors determine criminal behavior, except for limiting 
options. Focusing on career criminals, Walters and White point 
out that these individuals are characterized in most, if not all, of 
their interactions by irresponsibility, self-indulgence, interper- 
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sonal intrusiveness, and social rule breaking. Lifestyle crimi- 
nals appear to have similar thought patterns to those of early 
adolescents and, thus, have little conception of responsibility 
and self-discipline. The arrested development of the cognition 
process, regardless of whether the source is constitutional or 
environmental, tends to set these individuals up for failure. This 
failure applies not only to criminal situations but also to a wide 
range of common situations, such as school, work, and home. 

Locating eight “primitive cognitive characteristics,” Wal- 
ters and White examined the thinking patterns of lifestyle crimi- 
nals and found that from an early age these individuals present 
chronic management problems. Because of their adolescent like 
motives, lifestyle criminals rationalize their behavior and are pre- 
occupied with short-term hedonism, which is destructive in the 
long run. Finally, Walters and White argue that lifestyle criminals 
direct their behavior toward “losing in dramatic and destructive 
ways” (1989, p. 8). In consistently choosing self-interested and 
hedonistic alternatives, criminals perpetuate their behavior. 

Other than irrational thinking, psychological cognitive 
perspectives can also lend insight into rational approaches to 
criminal decision-making. For instance, Van Gelder (2013) has 
extended rational theories (see Chapter 13) by attempting to 
resolve the problem that many criminal behaviors (especially as 
documented above by Walters and White) have been observed 
to be lacking in fully-rational decisions. Van Gelder suggests 
that rationality is “cool cognition” and “hot affect” (.e., feel- 
ings), serving in the heat of the moment to alter what may have 
been a “cool” behavioral choice. Thus, while rational theories 
seem to have research support when asking subjects what they 
might do under various circumstances, Van Gelder offers an 
understanding of how those “cool” decisions might differ from 
real-time decisions made by those committing criminal acts in 
an unstable environment. 


PERSONALITY DIMENSIONS 


Another approach to the personality issue has been generated by 
Hans Eysenck (1977, 1989, 1996; Eysenck & Gudjonnson, 
1990). His theory is that there are three major personality dimen- 
sions: psychoticism, extraversion, and neuroticism (now popu- 
larly known as the P-E-N system). Criminality in general is 
correlated with high degrees of all three, although certain types 
of crime may be correlated differently. Where age is concerned, 
the younger offender is more likely to have high levels of extro- 
version than neuroticism. Older offenders, on the other hand, 
exhibit higher levels of neuroticism. In all age groups, psychoti- 
cism is always important. Eysenck documents these relationships 
across various studies and countries and notes that “antisocial” 
traits (smoking, legal or illegal drug use) as well as criminality 
are correlated with these personalities. Finally, he connects these 
personality traits with the development of a conscience through a 
learning process called conditioning and a high need for external 
stimulation. Criminals’ condition poorly and as a result are slow 


' One of the major problems of this study is that Yochelson and Samenow overgeneralized the evidence. While there is little disagreement with the position that the 
criminally insane have different thinking patterns, Yochelson and Samenow did not perform similar studies on criminals who were not insane. Therefore, they can 


say nothing about “normal” criminals and certainly nothing about all criminals. 
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to develop an effective conscience. The most recent research on 
his personality system (Bulten, Nijman, & van der Staak, 2009; 
Ireland & Ireland, 2011) continues to lend support. 


LEARNING THEORY 


A final popular psychological approach to criminal behavior is 
through learning theory, particularly social learning theory. 
Developed by Albert Bandura (1973), the perspective adds to B. 
F. Skinner’s earlier version of operant learning theory by includ- 
ing imitation and modeling of behavior. That is, social learning 
asserts that we learn by watching others receive rewards and 
punishments for certain forms of behavior. We then imitate or 
model those behaviors that are rewarded. This theory has been 
heavily used in studies of aggression, family violence, and the 
effect of television in encouraging aggression. There is some 
evidence that such behavior is indeed learned from others. 
Criminology picked up social learning theory in the 1960s, and 
we examine that approach in Chapter 12. 


POLICY IMPLICATIONS 


Positivist theories, old and new, are full of policy implications. 
Because of the theoretical emphases on treatment and pathol- 
ogy, they are often the backbone of social reform programs. 
They have even been used to argue that people are innately dif- 
ferent and uncorrectable, thus lending themselves to extreme 
strategies of social reform, such as Hitler’s genocide programs. 

Because the biological versions have not been very popu- 
lar over much of the past half-century, until recently there have 
been few biologically-oriented crime policies. Perhaps the clos- 
est the United States has gotten to these policies in the past 
several decades is the war on drugs. Not only has drug use been 
viewed as a major cause of crime by at least two presidential 
administrations, but the implicit suggestion is that neurochemi- 
cal compounds (drugs) cause people to behave in ways that 
they would not normally behave. That is, crime is a product of 
the effect of drugs on human physiology and neurological sys- 
tems. Thus, in the fight against crime, there is no need to imple- 
ment expensive social reform policies; we merely need to 
eliminate drugs and crime rates will drastically decrease. 

On the other hand, modern biosocial criminology has 
recently been applied to crime prevention policy with several 
suggestions by Michael Rocque, Brandon Welsh, and Adrian 
Raine (2012). Using what they refer to as “developmental 
crime prevention,” they argue that, by targeting risk factors dur- 
ing child and adolescent developmental periods, propensities 
toward delinquency might be overcome. Illustrative policies 


Questions and Weblinks 


Critical Thinking Questions 


1. How have the developments of science and the influence of scien- 
tific thinking changed the way we view crime and criminals? 

2. Which disciplines or academic fields do you feel offer the stron- 
gest explanations of criminal behavior? 


compatible with this approach include identifying risk factors 
early and treating them in pre-school and school programs, 
school nutrition programs, health and nutrition care for preg- 
nant women, parenting classes, antismoking and antidrug (dur- 
ing pregnancy) programs, and cognitive therapy programs. 

Psychological perspectives have found much more favor 
with policymakers as a standard approach to criminal behavior. 
Indeed, they have become a routine part of our criminal justice 
system. As a matter of course, sentenced individuals are 
required to attend treatment sessions of various sorts. Offenders 
on probation receive diagnostic tests to determine what forms 
of counseling and treatment they need. Such services are now 
being offered to victims of crimes as well. The newer forms of 
psychological theories, especially cognitive approaches, have 
been well received by policymakers. Cognitive theory dwells 
on the differences in thinking patterns between “normal” and 
criminal individuals, thus contributing to the assumption that 
criminal behavior is a result of some thinking failure of the 
individual. This has been translated into “bad people bring on 
their own bad behavior and deserve to be punished for their 
own decisions.” In short, policymakers see punishment as the 
way to impress on bad individuals that their thinking needs cor- 
recting; no treatment programs are needed. Psychologists, how- 
ever, have generally not subscribed to the no-treatment 
philosophy and have created techniques designed to teach 
offenders how to think rationally and realistically (see, for 
example, MacPhail, 1989). Interestingly, the DARE drug pre- 
vention program originally subscribed to the “just say no” per- 
spective and after finally admitting that it had no effect, 
subsequently took up a cognitive thinking skills approach. 

Sociological versions of positivist theory have been the 
cornerstone of many of our crime policies for the past 30 years. 
We examine most of these under the various sociologically 
based theories in the coming chapters. An example or two, 
however, may assist in understanding their utility. Exemplified 
by the Great Society programs of the 1960s, reforms were insti- 
tuted to provide greater opportunities to those who were 
socially disadvantaged. The assumption was that increased 
opportunities would reduce social strains producing crime. 
These programs resulted in educational programs such as Proj- 
ect Head Start and in job training programs such as the Job 
Corps and Comprehensive Employee Training Act (CETA). 
More recently, social control theories have led to renewed 
emphasis on the importance of school and family (especially 
proper parenting skills) in the fight against crime. The “family 
values” issue of the 1992 presidential campaign can be seen, in 
part, as an extension of this perspective. 


3. What should we continue to appreciate about the work of Cesare 
Lombroso? 

4. The work of the early positivists has been criticized as racist, sex- 
ist, and elitist. Would you agree with that? Why or why not? 


Practice Essay Questions 


1. What would be some of the policy implications of an approach 
toward criminal behavior and punishment that is “deterministic” 
in nature? 

2. Which aspects of the early positivists work discussed in this chap- 
ter would you argue are outdated and why? 


Related Websites 


http://www.socialresearchmethods.net/kb/positvsm.php 
http://plato.stanford.edu/entries/legal-positivism/ 
http://www.kheper.net/topics/typology/somatotypes.html 
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3. What does the term “positivism” mean to you and why is it impor- 
tant in our study of crime today? 

4. Compare and contrast the Classical School with the work of the 
early positivists in terms of what their motivations and priorities 
were. 
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The Chicago School 


LEARNING OBJECTIVES 


Objective 4.1: Outline the contributions of the Chicago School to the study of crime. 
Objective 4.2: Explain the term “social disorganization” and how it is measured. 
Objective 4.3: Describe how symbolic interactions take place and why they are important. 
Objective 4.4: Discuss how culture conflict is related to crime and delinquency. 


Objective 4.5: Summarize the use of concentric zones for studying urban areas. 


INTRODUCTION 


The University of Chicago established the first department of sociology in 1892, and through the 
mid-twentieth century it was one of the dominant forces in American sociological thought. The 
diverse group of scholars associated with the department was collectively referred to as the “Chicago 
School” of sociology and criminology. Although we focus on their work in criminology, many of the 
major themes running through their studies are also found in the related fields of social psychology 
and urban sociology. 

One recurrent theme of the school is that human behavior is developed and changed by the social 
and physical environment of the person rather than by genetic structure. As David Matza (1969) wrote, it 
was assumed people are complex creatures who are capable of great diversity in their lifestyles. In support 
of this view, the Chicago School scholars considered the community to be a major influence on human 
behavior. They believed a city is a natural human environment, “a microcosm of the human universe.” 

The methods by which the Chicago School studied the individual and the city were in themselves 
contributions to sociology and criminology. Developing an empirical sociology, researchers moved 
beyond social philosophy and armchair theory and began to study individuals in their social environ- 
ment. At the same time, they examined people in the aggregate and as individuals. The life history 
provided a method of reaching deeply into the cumulative factors and events shaping the lives of indi- 
viduals. The ecological study technique allowed them to transcend individuality and, through the col- 
lection of social data, gain a sense of the characteristics of large groups of people. Combining the 
information gathered from individual cases with population statistics, the Chicago School thereby con- 
structed a framework that has been the basis for most of our criminological theories ever since. 


THE HERITAGE OF THE SCHOOL 
The Social Heritage 


Those who worked in the social sciences during the early twentieth century dealt with the development 
of the big cities, rapid industrialization, mass immigration, the effects of World War I, Prohibition, the 
Great Depression, and more. Through it all, the members of the Chicago School looked to the city of 
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Chicago as a source of questions and answers. Indeed, the urbanization of the nation led many 
scholars to believe the city was responsible for most of the problems of society. 

From a small settlement of the early 1800s, Chicago grew rapidly as “cheap labor” rushed 
to take advantage of canal work and inexpensive land. Opportunity attracted the abundant 
unskilled workers necessary to encourage industrial growth. Chicago doubled its population in 
the three decades between 1898 and 1930 as waves of immigrants transformed the simpler fab- 
ric of small-town uniformity into complex and conflicting patterns of urban life (Cressey, 1938, 
p. 59). When the limits of industrialization were reached and the displacement of workers by 
technology began, the demand for a large, mobile, unskilled population disappeared, leaving a 
tangle of social problems ranging from inadequate housing and sanitation to homelessness, 
juvenile gangs, and vice. 

Away from their closely knit families and familiar communities, many people found that 
there was no one to whom they could turn in troubled times. Thousands of unemployed people— 
male and female, young and old—became transients to avoid burdening relatives or friends. To 
counter these problems, many social work organizations and relief programs emerged between 
1920 and 1930. Based on an implicit faith in the value of case work and rehabilitation, they 
sought to employ and thus reform the troubled masses. Though much attention was focused on 
the needs of the poor, it was also recognized that crime seemed to be fostered in the slums. The 
study of the slums, the immigrants living there, and crime became politically and socially relevant 
(Kobrin, 1959; Laub, 1983a, p. 89). In addition, the mobster in organized crime syndicates was a 
stereotype image of Chicago and to many it seemed the crime capital of the world (Valier, 2003). 

Representing the last major wave of immigrants to the United States, southern and eastern 
Europeans received much of the blame for the nation’s conditions. Among an existing population 
derived largely from western and northern Europe, the new immigrants were discriminated 
against and looked on as inferior stock. Aside from the prejudices inspired by peculiar customs 
and mannerisms, immigrants’ loyalties were always suspect, particularly in times of war and 
political conflict. Children of immigrants, adapting more rapidly to the change in culture than 
their parents and grandparents, were often embarrassed by their families and drew away from 
them, forming their own support groups and gangs (Whyte, 1943). 

The melting pot of the American dream was also a law-enforcement nightmare as it became 
apparent that city neighborhoods had few purposes or customs in common at any one time. 
People often felt the law was not theirs and refused to support or contribute to its enforcement. 
The search for a solution to these problems turned the city into a human laboratory for the new 
sociologists at the University of Chicago. 


The Intellectual Heritage 


Until the early twentieth century, American criminology had drawn from its European (Italian 
and English) heritage and supported popular positivist explanations of crime, usually of the bio- 
logical variety. Much of the previous research had linked feeblemindedness and hereditary fac- 
tors with delinquency (Shaw & McKay, 1931, p. 4). A change in this perspective came with the 
rise of cultural (rather than biological) theories of the behavior of individuals and groups. 

As sociology moved into the study of crime, German influence began to take hold. As 
Martin Bulmer (1984, p. 38) notes in his history of the Chicago School, the leading figures in 
sociology had studied in Germany and were profoundly influenced by that experience. The Ger- 
man approach (as well as that of the French sociologist Emile Durkheim), in contrast to the 
approach of the Italian positivists, was preeminently social and cultural. At the same time, 
anthropology, under the leadership of Franz Boas and his students, had dedicated itself to dem- 
onstrating that human nature is almost solely a product of culture, not of biology (Edgerton, 
1976). Under this general social science umbrella, the foundation was being laid for a new socio- 
logical criminology. 

In addition to the substance of their work, American sociologists were trying to establish a 
reputation for scientific analysis in their field, to counteract the image of sociology as philo- 
sophical and speculative (Short, 1971, p. xii). The scientific study of social problems, especially 
of crime, became one way for sociologists to enhance their academic and scientific credibility. 
Painstakingly, they gathered facts about urban life, watching and recording the growth and struc- 
ture of the developing city. 
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THE PERSPECTIVE OF THE SCHOOL 
Methodological Contributions 


Two major methods of study were employed by the Chicago School. The first was the use of 
official data (crime figures, census reports, housing, and welfare records). This information was 
applied to geographical layouts of the city, indicating areas of high crime, truancy, and poverty. 
Charts and graphic portraits of social phenomena were maintained over periods of time, and the 
figures displayed a stability that led to a revolutionary thought in crime causation: Certain areas 
of the city remained crime prone even though various ethnic populations came and went. 

The second method of study was the life history. W. I. Thomas first studied this form of 
folk psychology in Germany (Bulmer, 1984, p. 36) and developed it into “ethnography” at the 
University of Chicago (Thomas & Znaneicki, 1918). This type of study shifted away from theo- 
retical abstracts to the more intimate aspects of the real world. The life history or case study 
approach presented the social-psychological process of becoming a criminal or delinquent. Soci- 
ologists became research explorers; they met, talked with, ate with, and virtually lived with their 
subjects. As the everyday lives of addicts, hobos, and delinquents unfolded, the observers were 
invited to analyze the characters as they appeared in their natural environment, be it a slum, a 
street corner, or a railroad car. Borrowing the idea of studying plants and animals in their natural 
habitat, Robert Park and Ernest Burgess (1924) saw the ecological symbiosis present in interde- 
pendent plant and animal life and attempted to present a human ecology, to interpret people in 
time and space as they naturally appear. For this reason, the Chicago School was often referred 
to as the “Ecological School.” In fact, Chicago School researchers maintained that observation of 
the neighborhood and community was as important as observing the people who lived there. 


Ecological and Social Disorganization Theory 


Perhaps as important as any other contribution of the Chicago School was the organic approach 
to the study of the community taken by Robert Park. Working under the assumption that the city 
is similar to a body with its different organs, Park sent his students out to examine the various 
organs, or “social worlds,” of the metropolis (Farris, 1967, p. 52). From these investigations and 
others, Park and Ernest Burgess (1924) produced a conception of the city as a series of distinc- 
tive concentric circles radiating from the central business district. The farther one moved away 
from the center of these concentric zones, the fewer social problems were found. The basic idea 
was that the growth of cities, and the location of various areas and social problems, is not random 
but instead is part of a pattern. Burgess’ (1925) conception of the concentric zone pattern of city 
growth provided the foundation for later Chicago School explanations of crime and delinquency. 
Using the ecological concepts of dominance, invasion, and succession from plant and ani- 
mal ecology, the general theory maintained there are dominant uses of land within the zones. 
When those uses characteristic of an inner zone encroach on the adjacent outer zone, invasion 
occurs and that territory becomes less desirable. In time, the invading land uses replace the exist- 
ing land uses, resulting in a new social and physical environment. In this way, the inner zone 
grows to include the adjacent outer zone, thus causing a ripple effect among all the zones. 


Clifford Robe Shaw (1896-1957) 


Shaw was born in the farming town of Luray, Indiana. He 
received an A.B. from Albion College in 1919, although his stud- 
ies were interrupted by his service in the Navy during World 
War |. He went on to earn an M.A. in sociology in 1921 at the 
University of Chicago and completed most of the work for his 
Ph.D., although he never finished the degree. He immersed him- 
self in life within the immigrant neighborhoods of Chicago and 
worked as a parole officer and a probation officer with juvenile 
populations. In 1926, Shaw was appointed director of the new 
sociology department at the Institute for Juvenile Research and 


held the position until his death in 1957. He taught as an adjunct 
professor at George Williams College in Chicago and the Central 
YMCA College from 1926 to 1941 and at the University of 
Chicago from 1941 to 1957. 

In keeping with the traditions of the Chicago School, Shaw 
experimented with sociological theories of communities and self- 
governance. In the early 1930s, he founded the Chicago Area 
Project (CAP) as a way to study delinquency intervention strate- 
gies and oversaw its successful growth over the following two 
decades. 
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The first zone was the central business district, with its businesses and factories but few 
residences. The zone next to it was referred to as the zone of transition because businesses and 
factories were encroaching on this area. This zone was not desirable as a location for residences 
and homes but owing to its deterioration was the cheapest place to live. Immigrants, then, usually 
settled into this second zone because it was inexpensive and near the factories where they could 
find work. As they could afford to move, they moved into the third zone, the zone of working- 
men’s homes, and were themselves replaced in the zone of transition by another wave of immi- 
grants. Other zones radiating out from there were increasingly more expensive to live in. 

Subsequent research noted that social ills seemed to follow a pattern in which the most 
problems were found in the first zone and progressively fewer problems were found in each suc- 
ceeding zone. Clifford Shaw and Henry McKay (1931), for instance, documented that rates of 
delinquency, tuberculosis, and infant mortality followed the same decreasing pattern as one moved 
away from the central business district. The ethnographic and life history work of the Chicago 
School was then, in part, devoted to explaining the effect of these ecological areas on social life. 

The observations made by researchers provided a picture of the city as a place where life is 
superficial, people are anonymous, relationships are transitory, and kinship and friendship bonds 
are weak. The Chicago School saw the weakening of primary social relationships as a process of 
social disorganization. In turn, social disorganization became the primary explanation for the 
emergence of crime. Shaw and McKay’s (1942) version of social disorganization is based on a 
conception of primary relationships similar to those found in a village. If relationships in the 
family and friendship groupings are good, neighborhoods are stable and cohesive, and people 
have a sense of loyalty to the area, then social organization is sound. In other words, intact homes 
and proper family values are part of a socially organized community. Without these characteris- 
tics, a community or neighborhood is socially disorganized. Normal social control, which pre- 
vents crime and delinquency, cannot do its job. Robert Sampson and Byron Groves (1989) list 
four elements that constitute social disorganization: (1) low economic status, (2) a mixture of 
different ethnic groups, (3) highly mobile residents moving in and out of the area, and (4) dis- 
rupted families and broken homes. Thus, social disorganization is an explanation of the distribu- 
tion of rates (or epidemiology) of crime and delinquency. 

Shaw and McKay also noted that the zone of transition was more socially disorganized 
than other areas, primarily because of the high degree of mobility, the decaying neighborhoods, 
and the encroachment of the business and factory district. This was a particularly serious matter 
in the zone of transition because of the number of immigrants. Faced with the difficulty of main- 
taining primary relationships (and the difficulty of financially succeeding in a relatively class- 
bound society), immigrants retreated to the safety of their own native cultures. The relationship 
between immigrants and crime was finally seen not as a product of heredity but as a dual prob- 
lem of social disorganization and of conflict with existing American culture. 

Another contribution made by Shaw and McKay! was their explanation of the process by 
which social disorganization affects juveniles and leads to delinquency, commonly referred to as 
“cultural transmission theory.” According to this theory, juveniles who live in socially disorga- 
nized areas have greater opportunities for exposure to those who espouse delinquent and crimi- 
nal values. Indeed, one of the primary characteristics of those areas is that a delinquent tradition 
has developed. This delinquent tradition provides a way of transmitting delinquent values. Shaw 
and McKay (1942, p. 168) saw this in the historical series of maps they created as delinquency 
remained concentrated in the same areas time after time. They interpreted the evidence to mean 
that younger delinquents had contact not only with their contemporaries but the older offenders 
from earlier times who, in turn, had similar links to the earliest periods. From Shaw and McKay’s 
viewpoint, delinquency represented a tradition that was transmitted from generation to genera- 
tion, similar to the way in which language and social values were transmitted. 

In later chapters of this book, the similarity of social disorganization theory and cultural 
transmission theory to differential association theories and social control becomes evident. Thus, 
it can easily be argued that Shaw and McKay exerted a great deal of influence on the crimino- 
logical theories following them. 


' See Reiss (1976) for an overview of Henry McKay’s life and work. Also see Short’s (1972) introduction to Shaw & 
McKay’s classic book as an excellent source of the context of the theory and work. 
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The social disorganization perspective was especially attractive to African American soci- 
ologists studying crime. Monroe Work (1866-1945), one of the first African American gradu- 
ates of the University of Chicago’s Sociology master’s program, explained that during the 
period following slavery, African Americans experienced disorientation with societal norms. He 
focused on changing social conditions during emancipation and reconstruction which resulted 
in disorganization. This was particularly true in southern states where lawlessness was reflected 
in higher crime rates, as well as lynchings (Work, 1939). However, as more people migrated to 
northern cities, arrests there increased. Work also noted that during prohibition, crime rates in 
the South declined. 

One of the most noted of African American sociologists, E. Franklin Frazier (1894— 
1962) suggested that black adolescent boys learn criminality from older peers or family mem- 
bers and begin patterns of delinquent behavior around 11 or 12 years of age. While he argued 
that a lack of collective environmental controls in urban lower-class neighborhoods was at the 
root of this delinquency, he also blamed absentee fathers, separated parents, and a lack of 
parental control for creating high-risk environments. Like others of this time, Frazier saw the 
city divided into zones with varied levels of disorganization which corresponded with rates of 
delinquency (Frazier, 1939). The interesting note here is that he was echoing the same kind of 
thoughts that were to come from Edwin Sutherland in the theory of differential association. In 
1948, Frazier was elected President of the American Sociological Society (later American 
Sociological Association). 

The third African American theorist, Earl R. Moses (1901-1968), obtained his master’s in 
sociology at the University of Chicago in 1932. Moses researched family and community factors 
that influenced what he called “indigenous” and “transplanted” criminal behaviors. Using case 
studies of young males, as well as statistical data, he noted that while the population of African 
Americans in Chicago grew, the rates of delinquency grew disproportionately faster. Delin- 
quency appeared to be related not to race but to mobility, which he characterized as the frequent 
movement of delinquency-prone families within dilapidated housing areas that were more dete- 
riorated and disorganized than those of surrounding zones (Moses, 1936). Moses later completed 
his Ph.D. in Sociology at the University of Pennsylvania. (For other theoretical commentary 
during this period see Gabbidon & Greene, 2001; Gabbidon, Greene, & Young, 2002.) 


Symbolic Interactionism 


The social-psychological theory of symbolic interactionism has been one of the more lasting of 
the Chicago School’s theoretical perspectives. Although the Chicago School theorists who devel- 
oped it never referred to it by this name (Blumer, 1969, p. 1), symbolic interactionism developed 
from a belief that human behavior is the product of purely social symbols communicated between 
individuals. A basic idea of symbolic interactionism is that the mind and the self are not innate 
but are products of the social environment. It is in the process of communicating, or symbolizing, 
that humans come to define both themselves and others. These symbols have meanings affecting 
the way we see the world. If, for example, we are introduced to a juvenile delinquent, we may not 
see the person but may view him or her as “the standard juvenile delinquent’; that is, we see 
someone who is all the things we expect a juvenile delinquent to be. 

Further, we pick up our own self-concept from our perception of what others think about 
us. These others are not necessarily specific individuals but, often, generalized types of people 
(George Mead [1934] called this abstract person the “generalized other”). Thus, we create our 
own identities by reflection from others. W. I. Thomas’s addition of situations led to the under- 
standing that we can have many identities, or self-concepts, depending on the setting in which 
we find ourselves. In the school setting, one may be a student; at home, a parent; at work, an 
insurance salesperson; at play, the team captain; in our parents’ house, a child; and so forth. 
Each situation demands its own role, its own identity, and its own behaviors. Moreover, in 
social life, one may incorrectly define the situation and behave inappropriately. To paraphrase 
Thomas’s famous saying, a proper definition of the situation is necessary for one to respond 
with acceptable behavior. 

This recognition of the complexity and relativity of social life, with its multiplicity of 
required roles, gave the Chicago School an understanding of deviance. Such an understanding 
required the ability to view human behavior, and guidelines for that behavior, as relative. For the 
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Chicago School, there were no absolutes, no set of universal rules governing human behavior. 
First, there are places where normal behaviors would be defined by those outside of the place as 
deviant, in the “hobo jungles,” for example. There people engage in “deviant” behavior by cor- 
rectly defining the situation and following the roles expected of them. The behavior is not, of 
course, deviant from the perspective of that specific setting but only from the perspective of 
outside society. Second, people can misdefine situations, act inappropriately, and become devi- 
ant. Thus, a misreading of situational guidelines can lead to rule-violating behavior. For instance, 
at the street corner near your home you may legally make a right turn at a red light. Elsewhere, 
you may erroneously assume, much to your dismay when you get a ticket, that right turns are 
also allowed. 

Symbolic interactionism, then, provided a true social origin for both self-concepts and 
behaviors. It also gave us a relativistic (i.e., situational) understanding of the rules and guidelines 
that govern behavior. The Chicago School gave criminology an appreciation of the effect of 
social settings and situational values on crime and deviant behavior, which served to offset the 
universal rule approach of the Positive School. The appearance of the labeling perspective in the 
criminological writing of the 1960s was directly related to this theoretical approach. 


Culture Conflict 


Having taken a relativistic position on human values and behavior, it was only natural for the 
Chicago School to recognize that conflict is common in society. After all, contact between peo- 
ple of different values and lifestyles will almost always lead to some type of conflict. Robert 
Park, impressed by the thoughts of a dominant German conflict sociologist, Georg Simmel, 
incorporated the notion of conflict as a central component of an influential sociology textbook 
that he wrote with Ernest Burgess (1924) and specifically used the term “culture conflict” in a 
1930 article. Here, conflict is viewed as a major social process, set in motion by the differences 
in values and cultures among groups of people. Louis Wirth, one of Park’s students, wrote his 
thesis on cultural conflicts in immigrant families (1925), and a few years later (1931) wrote 
about the relationship of the conflict of cultures to crime and delinquency (see Reiss, 1964, for 
an overview of Wirth’s work). Another graduate (and subsequently a faculty member) of the 
Chicago School, Edwin Sutherland, also wrote (1929) on conflicting values and how criminal 
behavior arises from them. 

The best statement of culture conflict theory, however, came from a scholar who was not a 
member of the Chicago School. In his book Culture Conflict and Crime (1938), Thorsten Sellin 
produced what is seen today as the seminal work on culture conflict. Although the book was to 
have been written with Sutherland as a project of the Social Science Research Council, Sellin 
alone completed the work. The central thesis of culture conflict, though, was borrowed from the 
writings and teachings of Park, Wirth, and others at the University of Chicago (Sellin, in Laub, 
1983b). 

Sellin’s culture conflict theory revolves around the idea of conduct norms, or rules that 
govern behavior. In this sense, conduct norms are similar to W. I. Thomas’s concept of defini- 
tions for behavior. According to Sellin, one is reared with cultural values about proper conduct. 
The content of those norms varies from culture to culture. Groups with social and political power 


Thorsten Sellin (1896-1994) 
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Thorsten Sellin was born in Ornskoldsvik, Sweden. His family 
moved to Ontario, Canada, when he was 17. He received his 
B.A. in 1915 from Augustana College, Illinois, and his M.A. in 
sociology from the University of Pennsylvania in 1916 and his 
Ph.D. in 1922. Sellin began his career teaching at the University 
of Pennsylvania and remained there until his retirement in 1967. 
He had an excellent command of languages, with expertise in 
Swedish, English, German, and French. He served as long-time 
editor of the Annals of the American Academy of Political and 
Social Science. His interest in crime statistics and a crime index 


was tied to his service as a consultant and special agent with 
the U.S. Census Bureau, where he advocated for states to adopt 
the uniform collection and maintenance of crime statistics in 
the 1930s. His career was highlighted by his work on interna- 
tional crime and punishment issues. Distinguished accomplish- 
ments include leadership in the International Society of 
Criminology (President 1956-1965), the International Penal 
and Penitentiary Commission (Secretary General), and the 
United National Social Defense Section. His policy critiques of 
capital punishment include some of his best-known writings. 
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An Example of Primary Culture Conflict 


Here is a typical report you might find in a newspaper: A relative 
of a teenage girl recently pulled her out of school by grabbing 
her by the hair and forcing her along with him. The reason was 
that she was not wearing a hijab (a traditional headscarf worn by 
Muslim women) and he found it an affront to his religion and his 


family. The family had recently moved to the United States from 
the Near East. Unfortunately, the incident was reported to the 
authorities, who did not share his cultural behavior, and the man 
was arrested for child abuse. 


can even use their conduct norms to control the definition of crime. Thus, the legal definition of 
crime is but the conduct norm for one particular social group. People come in conflict with these 
legal definitions of behavior accidentally or intentionally. If one’s own culture approves an act 
but the dominant culture does not, the stage is set for criminal behavior. 

Sellin suggested that there are two main forms of culture conflict. The first, called primary 
conflict, occurs when two different cultures govern behavior, for example, when someone from 
one culture emigrates to another cultural area. The “old” culture cannot simply be cast off, and 
for a while it continues to influence the person’s behavior. Sellin’s classic example of this 
involves an “Old World” family who moved to New Jersey: The daughter was seduced by a 
young man, and her father, following an Old World tradition, killed him to protect the family 
honor. The father was arrested, yet he could not understand why, because from his cultural per- 
spective he had committed no crime. Another example of primary conflict is when one country 
conquers another and imposes its laws on the conquered people. Citizens of the conquered nation 
run afoul of some of the new laws simply because they are not yet accustomed to the new laws or 
they find them too restrictive. For example, Mexico’s Metlatonoc Indians have fought the gov- 
ernment to retain their practice of offering a bride’s family money up to $500 upon her marriage. 
The custom, frowned upon by contemporary Mexican society, has been one of the many issues 
leading to rebel uprisings and the attempt to enact an Indian Rights Law that would allow native 
villages to retain their ancient traditions. However, human rights groups throughout the area 
argue that the presence of wealthy drug traffickers in these opium-growing regions has increased 
the value of selling women often into lives of abuse and degradation (Lloyd, 2001). 

Sellin’s other form of culture conflict is called secondary conflict. Here, he was referring 
to smaller cultures existing within a larger culture; the term we might use today is “subculture.” 
People who live in a geographic area begin, over a period of time, to create their own set of val- 
ues (conduct norms). While these values are not wholly different from those of the larger culture, 
there are enough differences to give rise to conflict. The people within an urban, center-city 
neighborhood, for example, may develop values leading to lawbreaking. The agents of the law, 
of course, respond from the framework of laws based on middle-class values, laws that do not 
allow for subcultural differences. Thus, some subcultures see gambling and prostitution as legiti- 
mate behaviors, but the larger society has usually declared them illegal. Because of their values, 
then, the members of such subcultures are more likely to be arrested for gambling and prostitu- 
tion than are other members of society whose values are more closely represented in law. 

The notion of conflict, and culture conflict, as it grew from the Chicago School, has 
strongly influenced American sociological criminology. In his book Explaining Crime (1974, 
p. 141), Gwynn Nettler states that all subsequent social explanations have been based on the 
assumption that culture conflict is the fundamental source of crime. While his point may be argu- 
able, the relativistic conflict approach of the Chicago School has been critical to the further 
development of criminology. 


An Example of Secondary Culture Conflict 


A few years ago, wearing a “hoodie” was not as common as now 
and its modern usage allegedly originated in hip-hop culture. A 
young man wearing a hoodie was stopped and detained in a 
middle-class neighborhood because he was dressed like someone 
who “didn't belong there and was obviously up to no good.” The 


dominant middle-class culture simply didn’t associate that style of 
dress with their children, so the young man was in conflict their 
values (and assumed to be deviant). In another example, police in 
an Australian city allegedly initiated a “hoodie free zone” because 
they associated those who wore hoodies with burglars. 
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CLASSIFICATION OF THE SCHOOL 


As diverse in its viewpoints as it was, the Chicago School still shared a few commonalities. The main 
thrust of its work, for instance, was positivist in character, albeit of a “newer” social variety. The 
assumption of determinism strongly characterized all the work of the school, from the initial symbolic 
interactionism of Mead and Thomas to the statistical work of Shaw and McKay. Further, the positivist 
emphasis on systematic observation and testing is clearly reflected in the work of the Chicago School. 
It is clear that Chicago criminologists saw pathology in the city, and they conducted their studies in an 
effort to learn what was wrong. Ultimately, they wanted to correct the social ills of the city, and crime 
and delinquency were high on their list. The Chicago School also helped create what may be the best 
criminological examples of using theory to develop reform and treatment programs. 

Classifying the Chicago School as either structural or processual is difficult, largely 
because different members of the school stressed different factors in their explanations of soci- 
ety. Regardless of any assumptions they might have made about the structure of society (seen 
most clearly in the later work of Shaw and McKay [1942]), the dominant orientation was that of 
process. All those associated with the Chicago School stressed the processes involved in behav- 
ior, the ways that people come to act in response to other people, real or imagined. Even the reli- 
ance on social disorganization (in reality a structural element) was derived from a different 
source from that of the anomie-strain theories that followed later (see Chapter 6). For the Chi- 
cago School, the product of social disorganization was a variety of conduct norms and behavior 
tules, not societal strain. These various norms result in deviance as members of different groups 
or subcultures apply different definitions to the situations they commonly shared. Thus, the 
school’s focus was on the process of gaining definitions, and its underlying question was, How 
do individuals use their definitions of self and situation to produce behavior? 

Chicago School theorists were, at heart, consensus theorists. This does not mean that they 
did not emphasize conflict—they did. The assumption, however, was that consensus, or a natural 
conformity to cultural lifeways, is the initial pattern of human behavior. This was demonstrated 
by their appreciation of diversity in human behavior, yet it was a patterned diversity, one shared 
by the members of the culture to which one belongs. It was only where one group came into 
contact with another that conflict developed. And, of course, these theorists recognized that soci- 
ety is made up of a variety of cultural groups; therefore, conflict is simply a fact of life. 

Finally, the Chicago School produced chiefly microtheories (with the exception of culture 
conflict, which is a macrotheory). The social-psychological approach to the study of human 
behavior dominated almost all the work of these theorists and became the common thread that 
wound through the diverse positions they espoused. They focused more on the process of becom- 
ing deviant than on explaining how the structure of society affects deviant behavior. This is 
somewhat ironic, given that members of the Chicago School developed the study of ecological 
rates and prepared the evidence for most of the macrotheoretical work that followed. 


Summary 
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Although the sociological approach to studying modern social 
problems began as an interest of a small group of professors 
and students, the second generation of scholars expanded their 
interest into the realm of city programs and local research 
offices. Sampson (2002a) summarizes the characteristics of the 
work of the Chicago School as (1) an emphasis on the area or 
place of social activity; (2) a view of the community as well as 
the city as a complex social organism; (3) a preference for 
studying the dynamic and variable social organizations of the 
people rather than just their traits or characteristics; (4) data 
collection that focuses on a variety of methods and techniques 
with a focus on direct observation; and (5) a concern for public 
affairs and community improvement through empowerment. 
The theoretical positions advanced by the Chicago 
School became the basis for much of the criminological work 


of the next three decades (1940s through the 1960s). The theo- 
retical explanations that the Chicago School theorists (and their 
followers) gave to their research data can still be found behind 
many contemporary criminological theories. In short, because 
of its widespread influence, the Chicago School was the disci- 
pline of criminology prior to the late 1950s. 


MAJOR POINTS OF THE SCHOOL 


1. Humans are social creatures, and their behavior is a prod- 
uct of their social environment. 

2. Social environments provide cultural values and defi- 
nitions that govern the behavior of those who live 
within them. 

3. Urbanization and industrialization have created com- 
munities that have a variety of competing cultures, 
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thus breaking down older and more cohesive patterns 
of values. 

4. This breakdown, or disorganization, of urban life has 
resulted in the basic institutions of family, friendship 
groups, and social groups becoming more impersonal. 

5. As the values provided by these institutions become frag- 
mented, several opposing definitions about proper behav- 
ior arise and come into conflict. Continued disorganization 
makes the potential for conflict even more likely. 


6. Deviant or criminal behavior generally occurs when one 
behaves according to definitions that conflict with those 
of the dominant culture. 

7. Social disorganization and social pathology are most 
prevalent in the center-city area, decreasing with distance 
from that area. 

8. Crime and delinquency are transmitted by frequent con- 
tact with criminal traditions that have developed over 
time in disorganized areas of the city. 


Epilogue: Current Directions and Policy Implications 


CURRENT DIRECTIONS 


The work of the Chicago School, with its focus on cities, 
communities, and social organization, continued through the 
1940s. After that time, two different approaches became dom- 
inant. Stressing individual deviance on one hand, and the 
effect of cultural and societal structures on the other, the 
majority of criminologists spent their time on the theories of 
labeling, control, and anomie.” The community-based theo- 
ries of the Chicago School did not disappear, however. Disci- 
ples of the Chicago School continued their work. In the late 
1970s, the tradition gained renewed attention. The interest 
can probably be attributed to the emergence of victimization 
data. Whatever the reason, the Chicago School is still with us, 
with ecological/social disorganization theory currently enjoy- 
ing a resurgence of popularity. 

Some of the concerns of ecological criminology reap- 
peared in the 1970s under the headings of environmental 
design and geographical criminology (now also referred to as 
“crime pattern theory”). Drawing from Jane Jacobs’s ideas on 
urban renewal, C. Ray Jeffery suggested in 1969 that crime 
prevention should focus on changing the physical environment 
rather than on changing the offender (something he saw as 
much more difficult). Oscar Newman (1972), an architect, fur- 
ther elaborated on environmental design with his notion of 
defensible space. Newman’s idea was that any physical area 
would be better insulated against crime if those who live there 
recognize it as their territory and keep careful watch over the 
area. Because of the simplicity of the defensible space con- 
cept, the federal government adopted many of the architectural 
components into their regulations for constructing public 
housing. Moreover, the entire concept of environmental design 
generated many of today’s crime prevention programs and 
served as the impetus for the neighborhood watch program. 
While Jeffery (1971, 1976, 1977) decries the emphasis on 
hardware, he and Newman are responsible for what may have 
been the main approach to crime control and prevention 
throughout the 1970s and beyond. Paul and Pat Brantingham, 


who were friends of Jeffery, developed the new forms of geo- 
graphic criminology at Simon Fraser University in British 
Columbia, Canada. That field has become very popular as GIS 
systems and analysis capabilities have proliferated from the 
1990s to now. The creation and proliferation of crime analyst 
jobs in police departments is a product of the application of 
geographical criminology to crime control and prevention, in 
particular the crime pattern theory area. 

The late 1970s saw a renewed interest in the ecological 
and social disorganization perspective; in fact, it may be accu- 
rate to say that it was “rediscovered,” as some authors clearly 
had little familiarity with the original Chicago School perspec- 
tive. Studies using data from the National Crime Victim Survey, 
coupled with an article by Lawrence Cohen and Marcus Felson 
on “routine activities” (see Chapter 13), were instrumental in 
reviving research on the location of crime. Cohen (with others) 
followed two decades later with a complex theory called “evo- 
lutionary ecology theory.” Not only were ecological studies 
popular again, but criminologists also set out to extend the 
ideas of Shaw and McKay (see Bursik, 1988). One of the major 
new directions has focused on the stability of ecological areas 
over time. Applying the concept of criminal careers to ecologi- 
cal areas, Albert Reiss, Jr., (1981) and others began researching 
and writing about community crime careers. Spurred by exami- 
nations of urban renewal and crime rates, this new direction 
asks how changes inside and outside of urban areas affect their 
crime rate patterns. One of the directions this has taken is now 
referred to as the systemic model of social disorganization. 
Robert Bursik and Harold Grasmick (1993, 1996) are the pri- 
mary proponents of this approach. They describe three net- 
works (private, parochial, and public) as working together to 
not only create social disorganization but to produce variants of 
behavior depending on how they interact with each other. In 
particular, social disorganization has been tied to changes in 
family structures (especially disruption) and neighbor civility 
which, in turn, has been tied to changes in crime rates. The task 
now is to determine which natural social changes result in 


? It is not quite true to say that the Chicago School ideas fell into decline during the 1950s and 1960s. Two dominant theories, Albert Cohen’s subculture theory and 
Richard Cloward and Lloyd Ohlin’s differential opportunity theory, attempted to integrate the concepts of social disorganization and cultural transmission with 
anomie theory. A review of these theories can be found in Chapter 7. In addition, labeling theory is an offshoot of the Chicago School’s symbolic interactionism and 
was the dominant theory of the 1960s. See Chapter 8 for an explanation of the relationship between symbolic interactionism and labeling theories. 


which kind of crime patterns (Bottoms & Wiles, 1986; Kobrin 
& Schuerman, 1982; Reiss, 1986; Schuerman & Kobrin, 1986). 
Others have combined environmental design, community eco- 
logical features, and criminal opportunities to explain rates of 
offending in areas that are identified as “hot spots” for crime. 

In a perspective related to both environmental design and 
social disorganization, several criminologists (Hunter, 1978; 
Taylor & Gottfredson, 1986; Wilson & Kelling, 1982) have 
posited that physically deteriorated neighborhoods are related 
to social disinterest in the neighborhood (incivility). This, in 
turn, creates a greater climate of fear and crime, which then 
results in fewer social controls and a more deteriorated neigh- 
borhood. In a similar vein, Rodney Stark (1987) presents an 
ecological theory that he calls deviant places. Stark’s theory is 
contained in a detailed list of 30 propositions that capture much 
of the concept of incivility. Generally, he elaborates on the eco- 
logical theory claims of Shaw and McKay that varying neigh- 
borhood controls and structure result in varying crime rates. 
Moreover, Stark reiterates the Chicago School’s position that 
“kinds-of-places” explanations are more important in under- 
standing crime rates than “kinds-of-people” explanations. On 
the other hand, Barton and Gruner (2016) argue that gentrifica- 
tion acts to reduce social disorganization, which reintroduces 
the importance of “kinds-of-people.” 

Other criminologists (Esbensen & Huizinga, 1990; 
Laub, 1983b; Sampson, 1985, 1986a, 1986b) have reported 
research results that led them to believe that rather than an 
either-or choice between people and places, a better explana- 
tion of crime rates combines both approaches. Robert Samp- 
son (2002a; Sampson, Morenoff, & Earls, 2000) reinforces the 
notion that neighborhoods and communities are themselves 
deserving of theoretical attention. His approach, now referred 
to as the social capital/collective efficacy model of social dis- 
organization, focuses on the effect disorganization has on trust 
and solidarity among neighbors (social capital) and their 
beliefs that they can control undesirable behaviors in the 
neighborhood (collective efficacy). These factors play out in a 
neighborhood’s intergenerational networks with the ability to 
pass down values, family advice, and expectations. One of the 
clear messages is that without a social theory of community, 
crime theories risk reducing their focus to individuals without 
recognizing larger forces at work. New research in Chicago by 
Sampson suggests that old forms of social disorganization may 
no longer be applicable in some communities (1992, 2000, 
2002b). For instance, Sampson’s (2008) research on immi- 
grant communities in Chicago fails to find the traditional 
immigrant—crime link and instead provides evidence that the 
presence of immigrants reduces crime, and especially violent 
crime, in areas where they live. 

Today, sophisticated statistical analyses with advanced 
computer capabilities, geospatial software, and access to large 
government datasets have enhanced the work begun by the Chi- 
cago School. Research that once began with push pins pressed 
into crude paper maps of the city now utilizes complex ecologi- 
cal models that allow not only the correlation of many neigh- 
borhood and resident traits but the development of models that 
might predict future trends in social disorganization. A critical 
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new finding is that there may now be a difference in the rela- 
tionship between immigrants and neighborhoods. Under the 
old framework, immigrants were associated with higher crime 
rates. Sampson and others have found that immigrants may 
revitalize inner city neighborhoods and actually reduce violent 
crime rates. Ramey (2013) has complemented this work by 
adding that the expected relationship between immigrants and 
reduction of violent crime was contingent on both neighbor- 
hood and city contexts, especially the receptivity of those 
neighborhoods to specific racial/ethnic groups. 


POLICY IMPLICATIONS 


The work of the Chicago School has been directly relevant to 
policies at the neighborhood and city level as well as statewide 
and nationally. Shaw and McKay, working for the state of Ili- 
nois’s Institute of Juvenile Research, implemented their theo- 
ries almost from the very beginning. As Ruth Kornhauser 
(1978), Charles Tittle (1983), and Robert Bursik (1984, 1986) 
have pointed out, Shaw and McKay felt that the critical prob- 
lem in social disorganization is the community’s inability to 
regulate itself. Their long-lasting Chicago Area Project 
attempted to reorganize neighborhoods and provide the social 
organization they felt was lacking. Because Shaw and McKay 
felt that renewal and reorganization had to come from within, 
they worked to get people in the neighborhoods to institute and 
oversee the changes. They did this by helping create commu- 
nity organizations and committees, offering workers who 
could teach political skills, and helping the community reach 
out to city hall. They assisted communities in gaining political 
power and establishing control of their neighborhoods. Neigh- 
borhoods were encouraged to clean up the environment, and 
workers helped juveniles in trouble with the authorities. The 
projects that came out of this approach often involved the con- 
struction of recreation facilities and areas for juveniles in a 
community. This general approach to delinquency prevention 
spread widely throughout the United States and still consti- 
tutes one of the most popular solutions to delinquency (and 
other social problems). 

In a 1986 article, Albert Reiss discusses several forms 
that policies derived from ecological theories may take. Gener- 
ally, he notes that interventions focus on either the social struc- 
tures or the social controls in the community (1986, p. 23). 
Examples of such policies are those that intercede in juvenile 
peer groups to diminish their power and the establishment of 
housing regulations that distribute certain types of individuals 
throughout a complex, rather than grouping them. Reiss even 
suggests that public policies be questioned when they prevent 
or restrict a community from exercising control over itself. Of 
interest is his suggestion that impact reviews be required when 
proposed policies result in changes in social life, just as envi- 
ronmental impact reviews are now required before physical 
changes can take place. The idea is to produce policies that 
spend funds directly on programs run by neighborhood resi- 
dents themselves, and not outsiders. These programs would 
provide jobs, services, and strengthen ties among residents. 
Further, they would strengthen family preservation and ulti- 
mately increase neighborhood control. 
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In short, the ideas of the Chicago School are alive and 
well and probably living in your neighborhood. The “new” 
environmental design concepts, based on ecological evi- 
dence, are used by developers in the design and construction 
of subdivisions. The neighborhood convenience store has 
also used environmental design concepts to reduce victim- 
ization opportunities. Further, police departments have for 
years used a Chicago School invention called “spot maps” to 
help them pinpoint criminal activity. Now, the newer 


Questions and Weblinks 


Critical Thinking Questions 


1. Discuss examples of social disorganization that you see in your 
community or in the news. What types of interventions, policies, 
or programs are needed to address them? 

2. Think of some incidents or cases that have occurred recently that 
seem to be attributed to culture conflict and what might have been 
done to prevent it. 


Practice Essay Questions 


1. What were the various social challenges facing the growing Amer- 
ican urban environment in the early 1900s? 

2. What methods did the Chicago School researchers use to study the 
urban environment and what were the advantages of these 
approaches? 


Related Websites 


http://prohibition.osu.edu 
http://www.pbs.org/wgbh/amex/rails/timeline/index_3.htm] 
http://www.chicagoareaproject.org/about.html 
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Differential Association Theory 


LEARNING OBJECTIVES 


Objective 5.1: Discuss some of the influences on Sutherland’s work in criminology. 
Objective 5.2: Explain what is meant by the term “differential association.” 

Objective 5.3: Describe the role that learning plays in the potential for delinquency. 
Objective 5.4: Identify aspects of Sutherland’s theory that are related to conflict in society. 


Objective 5.5: Compare and contrast differential identification with differential association. 


INTRODUCTION 


Edwin H. Sutherland presented his theory of differential association in two versions, the first in 1939 
and the final version in 1947. The latter is still found in its original form in Sutherland and Donald 
Cressey’s Criminology (1978, in its tenth edition and with David Luckenbill added as third author in 
the eleventh edition, 1992). Sutherland created a general theory of criminal behavior by insisting 
behavior is learned in a social environment. In fact, for Sutherland, all behavior is learned in much the 
same way. Therefore, the major difference between conforming and criminal behavior is in what is 
learned rather than in how it is learned. 

In the 1920s and 1930s, it was still common to assert that crime is the result of individual biologi- 
cal or mental defects. In the first two editions of his Principles of Criminology, Sutherland criticized and 
rejected both of these positions and, in so doing, advanced the cause of sociological criminology. Crim- 
inologist C. Ray Jeffery (1977, p. 97) has even said criminology is allied with the discipline of sociology 
today because of Sutherland. 

Within the sociological criminology of the period, however, multiple-factor theories were popular. 
Sutherland provided a much less complex and more coherent approach to the cause of crime and delin- 
quency, yet his ideas were well grounded in existing evidence. In a sense, his work set the tone for what 
we study and how we study it. Thus, we gain many fundamental theoretical concepts from Sutherland, 
and his theory may be the most popular of the twentieth century. 


THE HERITAGE OF THE THEORY 
The Social Heritage 


Many of the insights that shaped Sutherland’s theory came from events of the 1920s and 1930s. The 
Federal Bureau of Investigation had begun to produce yearly reports of crimes known to the police, the 
Uniform Crime Reports, and evidence was growing that certain categories of people are more likely to 
be criminals than others are. Because these people matched the Chicago School ecological data, official 
statistics seemed to support the view that crime is a part of the sociological domain rather than of the 
biological or psychological disciplines. 
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Edwin Hardin Sutherland (1883-1950) 


Edwin Sutherland was born in Nebraska, and was the son of a 
rural minister. He graduated with (a) Ph.D. in Sociology and Polit- 
ical Economy from the University of Chicago and taught at a 
number of small colleges before taking positions at the University 
of Illinois, the University of Minnesota and, finally, Indiana Uni- 
versity (1935-1950). He was head of the sociology department 
at Indiana in all but his final year there. Sutherland was the 29th 
President of the American Sociological Association (ASA) to 
which he presented an address on white-collar crime in 1939. 


The next year he served as President of the Sociological Research 
Association. He also was a member of an ASA subcommittee in 
the early days of World War Il to determine how sociologists 
could assist in the emergency needs of the country during the 
war (his Principles of Criminology was republished as a manual 
for military police). He published the classic book White Collar 
Crime in 1949, although, under threat of lawsuit, the publisher 
removed the actual business names. Yale University Press later 
published the uncut version in 1983. 


The Great Depression also served as fertile ground for sociological observations. As the 
Depression began, Sutherland served for a year with the Bureau of Social Hygiene in New York. 
He saw that people who previously had not been criminal, or even who had not been in contact 
with criminals, committed criminal acts as a direct result of their impoverished situation during 
the Depression. Others, comparatively well off, took advantage of the economic situation and 
manipulated banks and stocks. All these are forms of “crime” in which Sutherland had an interest 
since the 1920s. Crime and other criminal behaviors were obviously not inborn or the results of 
feeblemindedness (a popular “intelligence” explanation of crime during the 1910s and 1920s). 
Criminality was the product of situation, opportunity, and, of course, values. 

In addition, two other events occurred that may have affected Sutherland’s views on 
criminal behavior: prohibition and the criminalization of drug use. A colleague at the Univer- 
sity of Indiana, Alfred Lindesmith, was working in both of these areas and had a great deal of 
interaction with Sutherland. These “new” forms of crime taught the astute observer that crimi- 
nality is, in part, governed by the legal environment. Individuals who engaged in behavior that 
was not criminal at one point could become criminals by engaging in the same behavior sub- 
sequent to the mere passage of law. The focus on crime as defined by the legal codes was 
important to Sutherland largely because he saw society continually evaluated conduct in terms 
of adherence to the law. Though many positivists of this time preferred expanded sociological 
(or nonlegal) interpretations of crime, Sutherland saw the practical importance of working 
within legal parameters. 


The Intellectual Heritage 


The major intellectual influences on Sutherland’s thinking came from the members of the Chi- 
cago School, particularly W. I. Thomas. The editor of a collection of Sutherland’s papers even 
comments in his introduction that “Sutherland’s theory of criminal behavior ... may be regarded 
as an adaptation of the interactional sociology expounded by W. I. Thomas” (Schuessler, 1973, 
p. xi). In addition, specific influences on Sutherland included symbolic interactionist materials 
developed by George Mead (Gongaware & Dotter, 2005), Robert Park and Ernest Burgess’s con- 
ception of the city as a multifaceted organism, the ecological work of Clifford Shaw and Henry 
McKay, and Sutherland’s association with Thorsten Sellin. Indeed, it was while Sutherland and 
Sellin worked together on a project for the Social Science Research Council to make criminol- 
ogy more scientific that they settled on culture conflict as the orienting strategy. Sutherland’s 
critique of the final product led him to more thoroughly focus his own ideas. Sutherland himself 
taught at the University of Chicago from 1930 to 1935 and, throughout his life, never went far 
from the Chicago area (Vold, 1951). The fact that Sutherland was born, raised, and educated in a 
religious, rural Midwestern setting is also said to have influenced his perspective (Schuessler, 
1973, p. x). His father was a religious fundamentalist and stern disciplinarian who was at various 
times a minister, a college professor, and a college president. Mark Gaylord and John Galliher 
(1988) have made a case that his father was very influential in helping develop Sutherland’s 
critical stance toward theory and evidence. 

The two chief methodologies developed by the Chicago School, the examination of statis- 
tical information and the life history, were also important to Sutherland. Using the former 
approach, members of the Chicago School had already shown that, as the central area of a city 
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was subjected to succeeding waves of immigrants, the high crime rates remained in the same 
location. Since the same high rates did not follow the residents who moved out into other areas 
of the city, it was obvious something (values) was being transmitted that kept the crime rates 
high (Shaw & McKay, 1931). 

In the search for the causes behind high crime rates in certain areas, several theorists pro- 
posed that the answer lay in the conflict between different cultural groups (Sellin, 1938; Suther- 
land, 1929; Wirth, 1931). Because the central-city area was inhabited largely by immigrants (it 
was the cheapest place to live and closest to the factories and businesses where they worked), 
culture conflict theorists suggested their values and norms were simply different from those of 
the general population of Chicago. The source of the high crime rates, then, was not the area 
itself but the way in which the immigrants had been socialized to their native or “private” cul- 
tures in contrast to American or “public” culture (Schuessler, 1973, p. 98). 

The life history approach was also practiced by Sutherland in a collection of case histories 
from incarcerated immigrants and in a series of interviews and contacts with a professional thief 
beginning in about 1930. In a book based on this work, the thief Chic Conwell talked about 
learning the trade and the apprenticeship and recognition within the almost-institutionalized pro- 
fession of thieves. This was, perhaps, for Sutherland the first analysis of how a group associating 
itself differently, isolating and reinforcing its values, could grow out of the general culture. This 
was also the first appearance of the term “differential association.” There is, however, some con- 
troversy over the way the term is used in The Professional Thief (1937) and the theoretical usage 
appearing later. Our own readings and the commentaries of others (Gibbons, 1979, p. 50; Snod- 
grass, 1973, pp. 4-5) suggest the earlier use of the term was much narrower than the concept 
Sutherland conveyed in his theory. Indeed, in a discussion of the common, but mistaken, belief 
that Sutherland was referring to the members of groups who kept themselves apart from others, 
Cressey (in Sutherland & Cressey, 1978, p. 86) said: “This kind of error may stem from Suther- 
land himself, for in his work on the professional thief he used the term ‘differential association’ 
to characterize the members of the behavior system, rather than to describe the process presented 
in the first statement of his theory, two years later.” 

In formulating his theory, then, Sutherland drew on three major theories from the Chicago 
School: ecological and cultural transmission theory, symbolic interactionism, and culture con- 
flict theory. In doing so, he was able to make sense of both the varying crime rates in society (the 
culture conflict approach) and the process by which individuals became criminal (the symbolic 
interactionist approach). Within this context, Sutherland formulated a theory that was an attempt 
to explain both individual criminal behavior and the variation in group (societal) rates of crime. 
He had to take into account that (1) criminal behavior is not necessarily different from conven- 
tional behavior, (2) values are important in determining behavior, and (3) certain locations and 
people are more crime prone than others. 

A final major influence on Sutherland’s thinking was an important critique of criminology 
written in 1933 by Jerome Michael and Mortimer J. Adler (Cressey, 1979; Sutherland, 1973c). 
They reviewed criminology and argued it had failed to produce sufficient scientific evidence, had 
developed no coherent theories, and had no rigorous standards. After first defending criminology 
against their critique, Sutherland set out to create a theory based on rigorous scientific standards. 
Differential association theory was the result. In keeping with his critical stance, Sutherland 
revised his theory in at least three drafts between 1939 and the publication of the last version in 
1947. Even that last version was not meant to be final (Sutherland, 1973a). 


THE THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE 


Even the first edition of Sutherland’s textbook, Criminology (1924), contains discussions of 
the importance of interaction among people and the conveyance of values from one person to 
another. Given his deep immersion in the Chicago School, such commentary is not surprising. 
Nonetheless, there was no organized discussion of the effects of these factors on crime and 
delinquency (actually, a major thrust of this edition was to critique psychological and biologi- 
cal explanations of crime). The first suggestion of differential association theory came in the 
second edition of Principles of Criminology (1934, with a change of name, hereafter Princi- 
ples). There, Sutherland (1934, pp. 51-52) stated three basic positions regarding the learning 
of behavior. First, he said that individuals can be trained to any pattern of behavior, excluding 
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the physical inability to perform that behavior. Second, in an environment conducive to such 
patterns of behaviors, any failure to adopt and follow those patterns is created by disorganiza- 
tion in the traditions and values of that environment. Third, this disorganization is created by 
the conflict of cultures in that environment. Thus, the major element in the development of 
crime is culture conflict. 

This statement became the basis for differential association theory, which Sutherland 
developed more fully. Some versions attribute the “discovery” of differential association in this 
preliminary statement to Henry McKay (Sutherland, 1973b, p. 16). Gaylord and Galliher (1988) 
suggest Sutherland clearly knew what he was doing and his inherent modesty led him to credit 
his friends. If the statement is read closely, it is also evident that Sutherland viewed cultural con- 
flict as producing social disorganization (“inconsistencies and lack of harmony” were the words 
he actually used at that time) and, thus, crime. 

The first full version of the theory was proposed in 1939, with the publication of the third 
edition of Principles. This version referred to systematic criminal behavior and focused equally 
on cultural conflict and social disorganization and on differential association. Sutherland would 
later eliminate the reference to systematic criminal behavior and limit the discussion of cultural 
conflict. When Sutherland used the term “systematic,” he meant either “criminal careers or orga- 
nized criminal practices” (1939, p. 4). It is the latter that causes the most problems of under- 
standing. Based on his commentary in the 1939 edition of Principles, as well as on later sources 
(Cressey, 1960b, p. 3; Sutherland, 1973b, pp. 21—22), the reference to organized criminal prac- 
tices seems to have meant those behaviors with supporting definitions readily available in the 
community and not just organized crime as we think of it today. This interpretation is supported 
by his choice of the term “adventitious” for nonsystematic criminal behavior. The difference 
from the final version of the theory, where he dropped the term “systematic,” is not so marked as 
it would seem. Sutherland evidently felt systematic criminal behavior includes almost all forms 
of criminal behavior (Cressey, 1960b, p. 3). 


Differential Association 


By the term “differential association,” Sutherland meant that “the contents of the patterns pre- 
sented in association” with others would differ from individual to individual (1939, p. 5). Thus, 
he never meant mere association with criminals would cause criminal behavior. Instead, the 
content of communications from others (the “contents of the patterns presented”) was given 
primary focus. Sutherland viewed crime as a consequence of conflicting values; that is, the 
individual followed culturally approved behavior that was disapproved (and set in law) by the 
larger American society. Sutherland’s own summary (1939, p. 9) of the first version of differen- 
tial association says, “Systematic criminal behavior is due immediately to differential associa- 
tion in a situation in which cultural conflicts exist, and ultimately to the social disorganization 
in that situation.” As an individual-level explanation, differential association theory is entirely a 
product of the social environment surrounding individuals and the values gained from impor- 
tant others in that social environment. 


Differential Social Organization 


The first version of differential association theory clearly explained more than the process of 
how individuals become delinquent. It was also an epidemiological theory of the distribution 
of crime rates and delinquency rates in society. Sutherland used the concepts of differential 
social organization and culture conflict to offer an explanation of why rates vary from group to 
group (Reinarman & Fagan, 1988). He believed, with his mentors in the Chicago School, that 
culture conflict is rampant in society. This conflict, in part a product of a disorganized society 
separated into many groups, creates many values and interests among the different societal 
groups. Inevitably, many of these values come into conflict, and some of them deal with values 
about the law. Groups with different values about the law (and lawful behavior) come into 
conflict with the authorities more often, resulting in higher rates of crime and delinquency. 
Indeed, high rates of crime can be used as an indicator of socially disorganized areas. More- 
over, as Craig Reinarman and Jeffrey Fagan point out, the probability of differential associa- 
tion itself (and thus the learning of conflicting definitions) is a “function of differential social 
organization” (1988, p. 311). 
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The Final Version of the Theory 


The second, and final, version of the theory was proposed in the fourth edition of Principles in 
1947. There Sutherland expressly incorporated the notion that all behavior is learned and, 
unlike other theorists of the time, moved away from referring to the varied cultural perspec- 
tives as “social disorganization.” He used the term “differential social organization” or “dif- 
ferential group organization” instead. This allowed him to more clearly apply the learning 
process to a broader range of American society. The final version of differential association 
was proposed in nine points. ! 

Sutherland’s first point was that “criminal behavior is learned.” And, more importantly, 
he maintained in his second point that learning took place “in interaction with other persons in 
a process of communication.” This process, would involve all types of contacts and exchanges, 
some overt and direct while others could be subtle and indirect. The key was that the content 
was meaningful for the participants who held shared values. For Sutherland, it was critical that 
the teaching and learning of criminal behaviors took place in “intimate personal groups,” the 
focus of his third point. 

In Sutherland’s fourth point, he draws our attention to the learning process, explaining that 
in some cases, it is complex and in others it can be quite simple. Overall, two basic things are 
learned: the techniques for committing criminal behavior and the definitions (values, motives, 
drives, rationalizations, attitudes) supporting such behavior. Sutherland stressed a relationship 
must exist; that is, the transfer of skills or values cannot be accomplished merely by reading 
books or watching movies. The techniques may be thought of as the “how,” or the content of an 
act, and the definitions as the “why,” or the reasons for doing it. 

The learning of techniques is important, but Sutherland focused less on that than on the learn- 
ing of definitions. Bill McCarthy (1996) argued that tutelage by those already skilled in criminal 
methods is crucial to understanding the theory. As an example, it makes no difference what defini- 
tions a would-be criminal has about the desirability of safe-cracking if he or she is unable to break 
into the safe. It is also obvious that criminal tutors provide definitions as well as the “motives and 
drives” that may be favorable to breaking the law, which is the essence of the fifth point. However, 
as Sutherland emphasized, most criminal behaviors require nothing more than what is normally 
learned during the course of daily activity. In other words, he saw most criminal behaviors as hav- 
ing essentially the same techniques that one learns from conventional behavior. 

The sixth point, according to Sutherland, was that criminal behavior often results when 
there is an excess of definitions favoring criminal behavior, as opposed to those definitions favor- 
ing conventional behavior. The phrase “excess of definitions,” however, does not mean a simple 
quantity as we might think of in numbers, but instead, the weight of definitions as determined by 
the quality and intimacy of interaction with others (frequency, priority, duration, and intensity). 
Sutherland saw individuals as operating on a balance or ratio of potential good and bad behav- 
ioral definitions. One could become a shoplifter in the same manner as one becomes a bricklayer. 
The resulting behavior often may be determined not only by the persons to whom one is exposed 
but also by the absence of alternative (criminal or noncriminal) patterns to fall back on. 

The seventh point simply clarifies that the associations that provide the opportunity to 
learn criminal behavior may “vary in frequency, duration, priority, and intensity.” Obviously, 
interactions that are more intense or those that occur more regularly and for longer periods of 
time are thought to have more impact on participants. Sutherland assures us in his eighth point 
that this process “involves all of the mechanisms that are involved in any other learning.” And 
finally, in the ninth and final point, Sutherland addresses concerns about economic disadvantage 
and theoretical focus on social-class by explaining that for him, while “criminal behavior is an 
expression of general needs and values, it is not explained by those general needs and values, 
since noncriminal behavior is an expression of the same needs and values” (Sutherland and 
Cressey, 1978, p. 82). 

In short, the theory of differential association does not necessarily emphasize who one’s 
associates are; rather, it focuses on the definitions provided by those associations. Indeed, it 


' The nine propositions in Sutherland’s original terminology can be found at many places on the internet. One is https:// 
en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Differential_association. We do not reprint it here because of copyright issues. 
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suggests that once the techniques of criminal behavior are learned, the values (definitions) sup- 
porting that behavior may be learned from anyone. However, definitions provided by close, inti- 
mate others remain important to determining the weight of that learning. 

The different social organizations to which individuals belong provide the associations 
from which a variety of forms of behaviors, both favoring and opposing legal norms, can be 
learned. Thus, the term “differential association” implies that individuals as well as groups are 
exposed to differing associations with people who vary in the importance they attach to respect 
for the law or law-abiding behavior. Individuals, then, will lean toward or away from crime 
according to the cultural standards of their associates, especially those with whom they spend 
frequent and long periods of time (Schuessler, 1973). In this vein, it is important to remember 
that Sutherland was an advocate of culture conflict. To the extent that the social organizations 
(anything from one’s neighborhood to a sorority) are culturally different from each other or the 
majority norms, they increase the likelihood of criminal definitions. 

Once certain definitions exist, an individual tends to be more susceptible to similar behav- 
ioral definitions (Sutherland, 1973d). This means an individual with an excess of criminal defini- 
tions will be open to new criminal definitions. Moreover, that individual will be less receptive to 
anticriminal definitions. Over time, as individuals interact within different groups, their patterns 
of definitions toward any behavior will change. Highly organized areas will have stable patterns 
of associations and offer consistent definitions to their residents. Unorganized areas will have 
high mobility and a mixture of cultural groups, resulting in inconsistent definitions and a greater 
likelihood that the ratio of criminal to anticriminal definitions will change frequently. 


CLASSIFICATION OF THE THEORY 


Differential association is a positivist theory in that it focuses on criminals and their behavior. For 
Sutherland, the real questions concern criminal behavior, not how criminal law came to be or 
even how the criminal justice system should be changed. Because of this approach, differential 
association is a microtheory when applied to etiological issues of criminal behavior. There is 
clearly a macrotheoretical component to Sutherland’s theory, however. The theory is based on 
the concepts of differential social organization and culture conflict. As we have noted earlier, dif- 
ferential association also has a societal and group explanation of crime and delinquency that 
predicts differing rates of crime. That component has, until recently, been largely ignored in 
favor of the processual, microtheoretical aspects of the theory. 

In addition, the theory is oriented toward conflict. Sutherland’s main objective was to 
explain how normative and cultural conflicts influence the learning of criminal behavior 
(Cressey, 1979). His work thus focused on conflicting values, not on groups or classes with 
conflicting interests. In this sense, then, the theory is not a contemporary conflict theory. The 
key to classifying Sutherland’s differential association as a conflict theory lies in his recognition 
that a large number of values or definitions exist in society, some of which are favorable to law- 
abiding behavior and some of which are not. This version of society does not suggest a consen- 
sus of values, and Sutherland, in fact, referred to some laws as a product of the values of certain 
segments of society. 

Finally, differential association is a theory of process, rather than of structure. Granted, it 
takes into account facts about the structure of society and even argues for a structural explanation 
of crime rates, but the focus of the final version of the theory is on the process of becoming 
criminal. That is, Sutherland emphasizes the behavior itself and the processes operating to create 
criminal behavior as opposed to conventional behavior. It is this area of the theory that has con- 
tributed to its classification by many criminologists as a symbolic interactionist theory. 


Sutherland’s differential association theory was one of the most fold. First, it states that differential group organization explains 
popular theories of criminal behavior for more than a half-cen- varying crime rates and, second, that differential association 
tury. The late Donald Cressey carried on as a champion of the explains individual criminal behavior. The former has been 
theory (1952, 1953, 1960a, 1964, 1965, 1966, 1968, 1972) and largely ignored because criminal behavior was the express 
as coauthor of Sutherland’s textbook. The theory itself is two- focus of Sutherland’s nine propositions. 


According to this theory, criminal behavior is based on 
interactions we have with others and the values we receive 
from others during those interactions. We learn values from 
important people (parents, spouses, close friends, important 
business associates, etc.) around us. Those values either sup- 
port or oppose criminal behavior. To the extent that the weight 
of values is against criminal behavior, we will be law abiding. 
On the other hand, if the weight of values supports criminal 
behavior, we will commit crime. Finally, an excess of values 
supporting criminal behavior does not mean we will commit 
any criminal behavior, just the one(s) specifically supported 
by the definitions. 


MAJOR POINTS OF THE THEORY 


1. Criminal behavior is learned in the same way as any other 
behavior. 

2. Learning takes place in social settings and through what 
the people in those settings communicate. 

3. The largest part of learning takes place in communication 
with those who are most important to us. 
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4. The intimate social environment provides a setting for 
learning two things: the actual way to accomplish a 
behavior (if necessary) and the values or definitions con- 
cerning that behavior. 

5. These values about certain behavior may be in opposi- 
tion to the established legal codes. To the extent we 
receive many statements about values, the weight of 
those statements (the importance and closeness of those 
who convey them) is more important than the actual 
number of statements. 

6. Criminal behavior takes place when the weight of the val- 
ues concerning a particular behavior is in opposition to 
the legal codes. 

7. The great number of groups and cultures in society makes 
possible the learning of different types of values or defi- 
nitions. The greater the number of groups and cultures in 
a specific area, the greater is the likelihood of learning 
definitions conducive to criminal behavior. 

8. Some groups in society have more values in opposition to 
the legal codes than others (some are more in conflict); 
thus, some groups have higher crime rates than others. 


Epilogue: Current Directions and Policy Implications 


CURRENT DIRECTIONS 


There have been three general trends in the way differential 
association theory has been treated over the years.” In the 
1950s, the trend was to focus on delinquent subcultures as a 
means of transmitting definitions conducive to delinquency. 
This meant explaining how delinquent subcultures form, why 
they continue, and how they transmit delinquent definitions and 
values. The work of Albert Cohen, and of Richard Cloward and 
Lloyd Ohlin, exemplify this approach. We treat both of these 
perspectives in greater detail in Chapter 7. 

A second trend, in the 1950s and 1960s, was to return to 
the Chicago School roots of the theory and explain the sym- 
bolic interactionist relationships within differential associa- 
tion. An allied perspective, role theory, was an obvious 
candidate for merger into differential association. Cressey 
(1954), in replying to criticisms that differential association 
did not apply to crimes of passion and “compulsive crimes,” 
used symbolic interactionism and role theory as a means of 
extending the direct propositions of the theory. Cressey’s 
argument was rationalizations and verbalizations exist that 
motivate behavior. This “vocabulary of motives” combines 
with the role an individual identifies himself or herself as 
playing at the moment. Because learning a vocabulary of 
motives is achieved in the same way as learning any other set 
of values, Cressey felt compulsive crimes are well within the 


province of differential association theory. Another criminol- 
ogist, Daniel Glaser (1956), combined the theory with the 
symbolic interactionist concept of identification to create dif- 
ferential identification. In this approach and later adaptations, 
Glaser (1960, 1978) used the differential association proposi- 
tion relating to intensity of associations and specified the 
degree and strength of identification with another person as a 
key ingredient in the learning of values. The stronger the 
identification with another person, the more likely an individ- 
ual is to accept the other’s values. This extended to the learn- 
ing of values from those who are not direct associates of an 
individual, such as public figures, actors, and athletes. 
Because the media in Sutherland’s day were not as pervasive 
as they are today, he rejected the idea that the media could be 
a source of definitions. However, if Sutherland had lived lon- 
ger, it is very likely that he would have accepted Glaser’s 
addition to his theory. 

The third trend, from the mid- until the late 1960s, 
attempted to explain the processes involved in the learning 
component of differential association through the use of 
psychologically based social learning theories. C. Ray Jef- 
fery (1965), Robert Burgess and Ronald Akers (1966), and 
later Akers (1973, 1977, 1985, 1998) were the foremost 
examples. The major reason for these reinterpretations of 
the theory lay in the popular criticism that the major con- 
cepts in differential association are untestable because of 


2 A trend we are not referencing here involves a reconstruction of differential association theory by Travis Hirschi (1969) and Ruth Kornhauser (1963, 1978) as 
“cultural deviance” theory. This approach actually makes testing differential association theory more difficult because it confuses the issues (Akers, 1996) and makes 


a caricature out of the theory (Matsueda, 1988). 
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their abstract nature. Social learning theories are described 
in detail in Chapter 12. 

More recently, interest in differential association theory 
has focused on testing the theory’s various theoretical con- 
cepts, particularly the notion of associations. Almost invari- 
ably, this research has demonstrated that an association with 
delinquent or criminal peers has a major effect on illegal 
behavior. A major criticism of this research is that we do not 
know which came first—the association with delinquent oth- 
ers or the illegal behavior itself. Research has now begun to 
incorporate measures of time order (when the associations and 
behaviors occurred) and even has attempted to distinguish 
between romantic and traditional friendship relationships in 
influencing delinquent conduct (Haynie, Giordano, Manning, 
& Longmore, 2005). A wider variety of crimes, beyond tradi- 
tional delinquency, has also been examined using differential 
association. Computer hacking (Dalal & Sharma, 2007), cor- 
porate crime (Piquero, Tibbetts, & Blankenship, 2005), and 
cheating among college students (Vowell & Chen, 2004) have 
all been examined. Differential association theory appears to 
be supported in most of these studies. A recent approach (Jen- 
nings, Higgins, Akers, Khey, & Dobrow, 2013) couples both 
associations and time-order by suggesting that differential 
association can be integrated with self-control theory (see 
Chapter 14) by using peer associations to explain the stability 
of a juvenile’s self-control in predicting delinquency in the 
early years of adolescence. 

Another direction corresponds to the renewed interest in 
social disorganization, as we noted in the previous chapter. 
Sutherland’s theory, with its use of differential social organiza- 
tion to explain crime rates, corresponds nicely with social dis- 
organization concerns. Now past its seventieth birthday, 
differential association theory still retains its popularity. 


Questions and Weblinks 


Critical Thinking Questions 


1. Are friends more important than family in determining whether a 
youth will become delinquent? Why or why not? 

2. Does differential association seem to be a theory that only explains 
delinquency and not adult crime? Why or why not? 


Practice Essay Questions 


1. According to differential association, what types of policies and 
programs would best be able to reduce delinquency? 

2. What is the relationship between the concepts of symbolic interac- 
tion and differential association? 


Related Websites 


http://www.familyfirstaid.org/peer-pressure.htm] 

https://www.utica.edu/academic/institutes/cimip/New_Face_of_ 
Identity_Theft.pdf 

http://www.asanet.org/images/asa/docs/pdf/1939%20Presidential %20 
Address%20%28Edwin%20Sutherland%29.pdf 


POLICY IMPLICATIONS 


In the area of policy, Sutherland’s theory has implications for 
treatment and even the study of alternative “types” of crime. 
Cressey has pointed to prison programs that could use the con- 
cept of associating with role models who provide conventional 
definitions for behavior. Standard conditions of both probation 
and parole include warnings to keep away from criminal associa- 
tions. Juvenile delinquency projects invariably stress the impor- 
tance of avoiding “undesirables,” and school programs uniformly 
make use of role models for youngsters. The Big Brother/Big 
Sister mentoring program is another good example of providing 
role models, and thus proper definitions, for children. Finally, 
virtually all contemporary models of parenting suggest that par- 
ents watch and supervise their children’s choice of friends. 

In another area, Sutherland generated interest and 
research in white-collar crime, a term he is credited with invent- 
ing. He used his theory to explain how those of higher social 
standing learn crime in the same manner as those in the lower 
classes, who largely commit street crimes. The difference in 
type of crimes between the two groups can be explained by a 
combination of definitions from differential organizations and 
the learning of different techniques of behavior. In the past two 
decades, research in white-collar crime and theory has become 
a staple in criminology. Governmental concern with white-col- 
lar and corporate criminality has grown to the point where cor- 
porations often receive criminal punishments for their illegal 
actions. Those accused of white-collar crime, such as ENRON 
executives Kenneth Lay, Jeffrey Skilling, and Andrew Fastow, 
as well as Bernie Madoff, Jack Abramoff, and Allen Stanford 
have become synonymous with financial fraud, greed, and pyr- 
amid schemes. Training programs in corporate ethics are direct 
offshoots of differential association theory. 


3. Sutherland was convinced that direct face-to-face communication 
in intimate groups was essential for transmitting the values condu- 
cive to committing crime. Do you think so? Is society that much 
different today than when he developed this theory? 


3. Argue for or against the idea that crime is learned the way you 
would learn anything else. 


https://study.sagepub.com/system/files/Sutherland, Edwin_H._-_ 
Differential_Association_Theory_and_Differential_Social_ 
Organization.pdf 

http://www.fbi.gov/about-us/investigate/white_collar 

http://www.ted.com/speakers/apollo_robbins 
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Anomie Theory 


LEARNING OBJECTIVES 


Objective 6.1: Summarize Durkheim’s view of the causes of crime. 

Objective 6.2: Explain what the term “anomie” means and where it comes from. 
Objective 6.3: Outline Merton’s view of how people adapt to anomie in different ways. 
Objective 6.4: Discuss the role of social structure in the creation of deviance. 


Objective 6.5: Describe some of the policy implications that can be drawn from anomie theory. 


INTRODUCTION 


Anomie is a concept closely associated with two theorists, Emile Durkheim and Robert K. Merton. 
When Durkheim introduced the term in his 1893 book The Division of Labor in Society, he used it to 
describe a condition of “deregulation” occurring in society. By this, he meant that the general procedural 
rules of a society (the rules that say how people ought to behave toward each other) have broken down 
and that people do not know what to expect from each other. This deregulation, or normlessness, easily 
leads to deviant behavior. Durkheim later used the term anomie, in Suicide: A Study in Sociology 
(1897/1951), to refer to a morally deregulated condition in which people have inadequate moral controls 
over their behavior (see Olsen, 1965). Thus, a society may be anomic if people do not know when to quit 
striving for success, or how to treat other people along the way. Whichever of these two descriptions of 
anomie is used—a breakdown in either the rules of society or the moral norms—it is clear that Dur- 
kheim was talking about a disruption of normal societal conditions. 

Durkheim’s central thesis in The Division of Labor in Society was that societies evolved from a 
simple, nonspecialized form (mechanical) toward a complex, highly specialized form (organic). In both 
cases, he referred to the way in which people interact with each other and the way in which labor is car- 
ried out. In the mechanical society, people behave and think similarly and, except for a division of labor 
along gender lines, perform most of the same work tasks and have group-oriented goals. As a society 
becomes more complex, work also becomes more complex and specialized. Modern, organic societies 
are characterized by highly interactive sets of relationships, specialized labor, and individual goals. For 
example, one person’s work skills are rarely sufficient to provide all that is necessary to live. People 
depend on each other to produce various items. The distribution of these items, once produced, is a prob- 
lem. Highly complex relationships are required to distribute the products of each person’s skills. This, 
for Durkheim, suggested that an organic society is a contractual society, and he saw almost all relation- 
ships as contractual ones. By this, he meant that people are no longer tied together by bonds of kinship 
and friendship but, because of the impersonality of modern society, by various types of contractual 
bonds. The problem with such societies is that these bonds are constantly being broken (the concept of 
bonds reappears in our discussion of social control theories in Chapter 11). In sum, the rules governing 
how people in organic societies interact with each other (the contracts) are continually in flux, and social 
conditions are constantly in danger of disruption. When disruption occurs, we have anomie. 
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Robert K. Merton (1910-2003) 


Robert K. Merton was born in Philadelphia on July 4, 1910, to 
Jewish immigrant parents from Russia. He lived in an apartment 
over the dairy shop that his father owned until it was destroyed 
by fire and his father had to work as a carpenter's assistant. 
Although he immersed himself in the area's art, music, and library 
resources, Merton also dabbled in magic tricks. When he was 14 
years old, Merton decided to change his name, which was origi- 
nally Meyer R. Schkolnick, to Robert Merlin, after Merlin, the wiz- 
ard of King Arthur's legendary court. However, friends prevailed 
upon him to choose something more practical and, therefore, he 
became Robert King Merton. 

Merton received an A.B. from Temple College (1931) and 
his masters and doctorate from Harvard University (1936). Mer- 
ton taught at Harvard until 1939, when he left to become Chair 
of the Department of Sociology at Tulane University. A few years 
later, he was invited to join the faculty at Columbia University, 
where he was named Associate Director of the Bureau of Applied 


Social Research (1942-1971). He was an adjunct professor at 
Rockefeller University and was also the first Foundation Scholar 
at the Russell Sage Foundation. He was elected President of the 
American Sociological Association in 1957. In 1963, Merton was 
named a Giddings Professor of Sociology at Columbia. He was 
awarded the university's highest academic rank, University Pro- 
fessor, in 1974, and he became a Special Service Professor upon 
his “retirement” in 1979, although he continued to teach for five 
more years. Merton was also named one of the prestigious Ma- 
cArthur Foundation Fellows in August, 1983. In 1990, Columbia 
University established the Robert K. Merton Professorship in the 
Social Sciences. 

In a ceremony hosted by President Bill Clinton, Merton re- 
ceived the National Medal of Science for Behavioral and Social 
Science in 1994. Three years later, one of his sons, Robert C. 
Merton, won the Nobel Prize in economics. Merton died in 2003 
at the age of 92. 


Anomie, then, refers to the breakdown of social norms and a condition in which those 
norms no longer control the activity of societal members. Without clear rules to guide them, 
individuals cannot find their place in society and have difficulty adjusting to the changing condi- 
tions of life. This in turn leads to dissatisfaction, frustration, conflict, and deviance. Studying 
France and Europe after the Industrial Revolution, Durkheim saw economic crises, forced indus- 
trialization, and commercialization as factors producing anomie. Durkheim was fairly sure that 
contemporary Western societies had reached such a point of complexity that they were in a con- 
stant state of anomie. Even so, he saw that a period of social disruption, such as an economic 
depression, would make matters worse and result in greater anomie and, of course, higher rates 
of crime, suicide, and deviance. 

In 1938, Merton borrowed the concept of anomie to explain deviance in the United States. 
His concept, however, differed from that of Durkheim. Merton disagreed that changes and dereg- 
ulation within society created anomie; instead, he felt that the critical ingredient was the ability of 
the social system to exercise control in the form of social norms. Dividing social norms (or val- 
ues) into two types, Merton talked of societal goals and the acceptable means for achieving those 
goals. In addition, he redefined anomie as a disjuncture (or split) between those goals and means 
as a result of the way society is structured; for example, with class distinctions. Deviance, then, 
could be explained as a symptom of a social structure within which “culturally defined aspira- 
tions and socially structured means” are separated from each other. Or, in other words, deviance 
is a product of anomie. It is Merton’s treatment of anomie that we consider in this chapter. 

Before we leave this brief introduction to both Durkheim and Merton, it is perhaps best to 
precisely distinguish between the two approaches to anomie, as Merton saw it. According to 
Merton (quoted in Cullen & Messner, 2007, p. 21), Durkheim focused on social conditions in 
society (such as economic depressions) where rules lost their value. Merton, on the other hand, 
saw his approach as focusing on embedded social structure and cultural disparities in society, 
which generate anomie. In other words, Durkheim was more interested in changing social condi- 
tions and Merton more so in permanent features of the social structure of a society. 


THE HERITAGE OF THE THEORY 
The Social Heritage 


Like the Industrial Revolution, the Great Depression of the 1930s produced insights for social 
scientists. An entire generation of sociologists could observe the collapse and deregulation of 
social traditions and the effect this had on both individuals and the institutions of society. As did 
Edwin Sutherland, Merton noted that crime was not necessarily an intrinsic part of the person, 


and he rejected individualistic views of pathology (Merton & Ashley-Montagu, 1940). The 
increasing popularity of Durkheim’s discussion of anomie, when combined with the Depression, 
provided sociological insights into the connection between social structure and deviant behavior. 
Similarly, the notion of the division of labor opened up possibilities for an examination of the 
role of aspirations and opportunities in American society. 

The importance of analyzing social structure itself became firmly grounded when the gov- 
ernment’s New Deal reform efforts focused on rearranging society. Sociologists and others found 
themselves moving away from the narrower applications of sociology and toward an examina- 
tion of social structure as a whole (Merton, 1964, p. 215). Given the popular belief of the time— 
that government was largely responsible for society’s problems—Durkheim had provided social 
scientists with a readymade explanation: society was simply in a state of deregulation. 

Another factor affecting criminology during the 1930s was the emergence of, and empha- 
sis on, the collection of demographic data (information about people). Moreover, in examining 
both the ecological data collected by Clifford Shaw and Henry McKay and the newly created 
Uniform Crime Reports, it was evident that certain segments of society were burdened with high 
crime rates. These were the very same segments of society in which a relatively permanent state 
of deregulation could be observed. An obvious explanation was that, somehow, deregulation led 
to deviance. Finally, the idea that social class might be a crucial sociological factor in explaining 
societal events was gaining popularity. Just as sociologists were viewing other behavior as being 
influenced by social class position (Dollard, 1937; Lynd & Lynd, 1929), it occurred to theorists 
that an explanation of deviance based on social class differences might be productive.! 


The Intellectual Heritage 


Merton was influenced by two sociologists during the 1930s. He was first introduced, as a stu- 
dent and research assistant at Harvard, to Durkheim’s concept of anomie by Pitirim Sorokin, 
whose 1928 book Contemporary Sociological Theories called attention to Durkheim’s use of the 
term “anomic suicide” (Merton, 1964, p. 215). Merton also worked with a young Talcott Parsons 
at Harvard and assisted in the production of his seminal work, The Structure of Social Action, 
(1937), which explained social events by emphasizing the way society is structured. This 
approach became known as “structural-functionalism.” As an undergraduate at Temple Univer- 
sity, Merton had also studied under George Simpson, who was to write the popular English-lan- 
guage translation of Durkheim’s Division of Labor in Society in the 1930s (Martin, Mutchnick, 
& Austin, 2009). Merton, then, was well prepared to adopt Durkheim’s interest in anomie. 

Parsons saw society as the product of an equilibrium of forces (like a pendulum) that 
served to produce order. When the various components of the social structure became “unbal- 
anced”—that is, when the pendulum swung too far to either side—society became disorganized. 
Durkheim’s concept of anomie fit nicely into the Parsonian framework and was a major focus of 
Parsons’ book, The Structure of Social Action (1937). With Simpson’s translation of Durkheim’s 
Division of Labor in 1930, the use of social structure in explaining social behavior became 
accepted. 

Two strains of psychological/biological positivism during the 1930s also exerted an influ- 
ence on Merton. Freudian psychotherapy, with its emphasis on internal conflicts, was exceed- 
ingly popular. Moreover, Earnest Hooton had created a stir with his controversial books on the 
biological inferiority of criminals. Merton reacted strongly to these approaches and, with anthro- 
pologist Ashley-Montagu, published a rebuttal to them in 1940. In sharpening criticism against 
the nonsociological positions, Merton more clearly focused his thoughts on the effects of social 
structure. In addition, Merton was very familiar with the works of Karl Marx during the 1930s. 
The Marxist influence can be seen most clearly in Merton’s focus on the American capitalist 
system’s excessive attention to financial success goals. 

Finally, there is the question of whether a linkage exists between Sutherland’s differential 
association theory and Merton’s anomie theory. Merton (1997, p. 519; as quoted in Cullen & 


l It is worth noting that Robert Merton grew up in the Philadelphia slums and certainly was aware of the issues of class 
yet did not characterize his experiences as culture conflict, instead preferring to refer to it as a sort of benign slum 
(Merton quoted in Cullen & Messner, 2007, p. 15). 
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Messner, 2007, p. 17) himself said that he views the two theories as complementary. In one 
sense, then, the individual-level process (the sociopsychological, in Merton’s words) had already 
been developed by the Chicago School and its followers. Merton wanted to explain what he felt 
was the missing part—“how those patterns of criminal preferences and behaviors emerged in the 
first place.” Thus, the theory of anomie was partly an avoidance of processual elements and 
partly a push to explain the structural components of deviance. 


THE THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE 


Merton’s anomie theory is, above all, a theory of deviance; that is, it does not focus on criminal- 
ity. Further, Merton’s approach to deviance itself is relatively general. When one conceives of a 
society that emphasizes well-structured goals for its members and equally structured avenues to 
reach those goals, deviance becomes any behavior that does not follow commonly accepted 
values. For example, Merton uses the term “deviance” to refer to bureaucratic behavior as well 
as to criminal behavior. 

Merton notes that certain goals are strongly emphasized throughout society (he uses the 
example of financial success). Society also emphasizes (legitimizes) certain means to reach those 
goals (such as hard work, education, starting at the bottom and working one’s way up). When 
these goals are too strongly stressed, as Merton said financial success was in the United States, the 
stage is set for anomie. Not everyone has equal access to the achievement of legitimate financial 
success and, as a result, these people may search for other, perhaps illegitimate, ways of succeed- 
ing. Because of social inequality, the approved means to reach the success goals are not readily 
available to certain groups in society, even though the goals are said to apply equally to all. Certain 
groups of people, the lower social class and minorities, for instance, may be at a disadvantage in 
gaining business positions that would allow them to pursue the goal of financial success. 

According to Merton, when this inequality exists because of the way society is structured, 
the social structure is anomic. Given the evidence that there are several segments of society in 
which legitimate avenues to success are severely restricted without a corresponding reduction in 
the emphasis on achievement, U.S. society seems to be in a permanent state of anomie. The indi- 
viduals caught in these anomic conditions (largely the lower classes) are then faced with the strain 
of being unable to reconcile their aspirations with their limited opportunities. As with Durkheim’s 
formulation of anomie, this does not mean that anomic conditions are constant. As social condi- 
tions change, thereby resulting in greater or lesser inequality, so does the degree of anomie. 

We should note, however, that legitimate means are not necessarily the most efficient meth- 
ods of reaching the goals. Other means, although perhaps illegitimate or de-emphasized by soci- 
ety, may be both available and more efficient. These other means are, however, not compatible 
with Merton’s true success goals in that the emphasis is on legitimately reaching them. It is also 
important to keep in mind that Merton focuses on financial success only as an example throughout 
his work; he did not mean to imply that it was the only major goal that exists in American society. 
In fact, Merton later stated (1968, p. 220) that “The theory holds that any extreme emphasis upon 
achievement” (cultural goals) will serve to reduce conformity to institutional norms. This is par- 
ticularly true for those in the lower social classes. Moreover, it is this lack of fit between goals and 
means that creates anomie, or strain as it is frequently termed today. Of interest is that these cul- 
tural goals don’t have to be wide-spread ones, as in financial success, as Merton offers these alter- 
native examples (1968, p. 220): “scientific productivity ... the conquests of a Don Juan.” 

The success goals themselves are not necessarily applicable to all social classes at the same 
time. Indeed, each class may have its own brand of success goals, and a number of different goals are 
possible. Rather than a reference to specific goals, Merton talks about the presence of a cultural mes- 
sage that legitimates upward striving and the alleged mobility that is available to all those who desire 
to achieve. It is then the emphasis on reaching the goals that becomes important. Because of this, any 
test of the theory that concentrates on one goal or concept of success will invariably be deficient. 

It is at this point that Merton’s scheme can be related to Sutherland’s differential associa- 
tion. According to Merton (1997), Sutherland’s definitions can be interpreted as values related to 
legal or illegal means. Thus, at the neighborhood level, the presence of values conducive to delin- 
quency or crime essentially tells those who live there that legitimate opportunities are scarce and 
encourages illegal means to reach goals. Conversely, conventional values in the neighborhood 
support legitimate means. 


An Example of Anomie at Work 


In November 2015, the current MMA women’s champion, 
Rhonda Rousey, was crushingly upset and knocked out in short 
order by Holly Holm. This was Rousey’s first loss and shocked the 
MMA world as all of her other fights ended quickly with first or 
second round victories, sometimes in seconds after the start of 
the match. Clearly, Rousey’s expectations were that this match 
would be like all the others, which had made her the most publi- 
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cized figure in the MMA world. Based on anomie theory, her 
surprising failure to meet lofty expectations and success aspira- 
tions resulted in this quote on the Ellen DeGeneres Show four 
months after the match: “I was sitting in the corner (of the post- 
fight medical room), and | was like, ‘What am | anymore if I’m 
not this?’ And | was literally sitting there and thinking about kill- 
ing myself ...” 


Merton presents five ways (modes) of adapting to strain caused by restricted access to the socially 
approved goals and means. If the emphasis on goals and means is maintained even in the face of 
a realization that the means are restricted, an individual will remain conforming. Most people 
follow this adaptation, Merton maintains; if they did not, the very existence of society would be 
threatened. The remaining four modes, however, represent a departure from this all-endorsing 


adaptation and thus are the “real” deviant modes of adaptation. 


First is the case in which the emphasis on the approved goals of society is maintained 
while legitimate means are replaced by other, nonapproved means. This mode of adaptation, 
called innovation, is the most common of the four deviant types. Interestingly, for some segments 
of society, innovative means may be more efficient in reaching a goal than the approved means 
for doing so. For example, instead of saving money and letting it slowly earn interest in a bank, 
a faster way of accumulating a lot of money is to rob the bank. The primary characteristic of 
innovation can also be seen in the familiar statement, “The end justifies the means.” 

However, when the goals themselves are rejected and the focus is shifted to the means, the 
mode of adaptation is that of ritualism. In this mode, the means can become the aspirations of an 
individual, as when one attempts to treat a job (means) as a form of security instead of using the 
job as a means of achieving success. In this example, keeping the job has become the goal, 
resolving the frustration of unsuccessfully chasing the original goal. Ritualism can also be seen 
in bureaucratic behavior, in which an employee has no power to actually do anything for anyone 
and instead focuses on the fact that the paperwork must be correctly filled out. 

The fourth mode, retreatism, involves a rejection of both the goals and means. Retreatists 
are those individuals who opt not to be innovative and, at the same time, need to resolve their 
inability to reach the important goals in life. Their solution is that they simply quit trying to get 
ahead and retreat from standard modes of behavior. This pattern is best seen as dropping out of 
society and is exemplified by vagrants, alcoholics, and drug addicts. In 1938, Merton saw retrea- 
tism as the least common mode of adaptation. Today, perhaps, it is more common. 

The final mode of adaptation, rebellion, is of a different type from the other four. While 
those modes emphasize rejection of means or goals, or both, rebellion focuses on the substitution 
of new goals and means for the original ones. Merton’s conception suggests that rebellion “leads 
men outside the environing social structure to envisage and seek to bring into being a new, that is 
to say a greatly modified, social structure. It presupposes alienation from reigning goals and 
standards” (1968, p. 209). These individuals, then, are precisely what the term indicates: rebels 


and revolutionaries. 


In short, Merton’s anomie theory explains how social structure contributes to the cre- 
ation of deviance on all levels, although the primary focus of the theory is on the lower class. 
Because of the societally induced disjunction (separation) between cultural aspirations and the 
approved methods of attaining those aspirations, the lower class is most likely to exhibit devi- 
ant, nonapproved, adaptive behavior. In a later discussion of his theory, Merton (1997, p. 519) 
referred to the “American Dream” (upward mobility in status and money) as a major, but 
largely unattainable, goal for everyone because the resources for reaching that dream are sim- 
ply not available to large segments of society (the lower classes). In addition, Merton empha- 
sized that the theory focuses on socially-structured sources of deviance and, thus, purposefully 
did not discuss the “social mechanisms” by which individuals come to such deviance, either 


initially or long-term. 
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Summary 


Finally, the difference between two types of conformity—the conformity mode of adaptation 
and “real” conformity—is worth exploring. Real conformity would be found in those individuals 
for whom there is no problem in accessing the means for achieving goals: primarily the rich and 
elite. Merton included conformity as a deviant mode of adaptation because inequality causes an 
anomic split between goals and access to means. The victims of this inequality who nonetheless 
remain committed to society and its rules/laws therefore are actually deviant. A dominant number 
of these conformists are required to keep society from falling apart. Therefore, it is in the interests 
of those for whom the social structure works best (the real conformists) to keep a large share of the 
population believing in the system and with some small degree of access to legitimate means. 

Merton continued, throughout his life, rethinking and adding commentary to his original 
1938 essay (Merton, 1995). In particular, he rethought the theory in his book Social Theory and 
Social Structure (1957a, 1968). In 1964, he added the notion that the increasing degree of devi- 
ance precipitated by a class-structured anomic society would, ultimately, result in a feedback 
effect. This effect would essentially subvert the original norms justifying the institutionally- 
approved means, resulting in more anomie and more deviance. Different types of deviance were 
also explored, on purpose, to demonstrate the utility of his theory in explaining more than class- 
based deviance (for instance, he discussed scientific fraud in 1957b). He also, in 1997, reconciled 
differential association and anomie by noting that each explained a different but complementary 
piece of the deviance-generating process. 


CLASSIFICATION OF THE THEORY 


Anomie theory is a positivist theory. In contrast to positivist theories locating pathology within 
the individual, anomie theory locates pathology within the social structure. Merton explains how 
a pathological social structure (one in which there is an undue emphasis on goals, especially 
economic ones, without corresponding avenues of access available to all members of the society) 
serves to create a strain in certain segments of society and, ultimately, a push toward deviance. 
Because of this concern with structural strain, anomie theory is often referred to as a “strain 
theory” (see the discussion of strain theory later in this chapter). 

The assumption of a consensus of values also characterizes anomie theory. American soci- 
ety imposes on us the “right” things to do and the “right” ways to do them. Unless there is con- 
siderable unanimity about societal goals and means, there can be no anomic condition that results 
in adaptations to those goals and means. In other words, adaptations or deviations would merely 
be alternate modes of success or achievement. 

Anomie theory is a structural theory. It focuses on the way society is structured and how 
that structure serves to create deviance within American society. It does not, nor did Merton 
intend it to, specify the process by which individuals become deviant. Instead, anomie theory 
deals with the pathology of existing social structure and the subsequent forms of deviance arising 
in the various segments of society as a whole. In short, Merton intends to explain variations in 
rates of deviance (1968, p. 186) among societal groups and not how the process of choosing 
among adaptations takes place. This broad scope and emphasis on explaining social structure 
also makes anomie theory a macrotheory. 

Finally, and outside of our usual classification scheme, anomie theory is often called a 
functionalist theory. Functionalism presumes that it is desirable to explain a social phenomenon 
in terms of its effect on, and its consequences for, the social structure in which it exists. In other 
words, Merton uses the concepts of cultural goals and norms to explain how they serve to pro- 
duce both conformity and deviance within the social structure. 


Merton’s theory of anomie is still among the most influential structure is probably the most important; see the discussion 
of all criminological theories, although presented as long of differential opportunity theory in Chapter 7). Further, 
ago as 1938. It continues to draw commentary and research, elements of anomie theory are, at least in part, found in more 
and several modifications have been offered (Richard contemporary criminological theories (e.g., Hirschi, 1969, 
Cloward’s [1959] addition of an illegitimate opportunity p. 198). 


Anomie theory comments on extreme emphases on cul- 
tural goals and accompanying cultural messages that assert the 
importance of striving for those goals. Unless the means to 
reach the goals are equitably distributed in society, the overem- 
phasis on goals and inequality of means will result in socially 
structured and patterned rates of deviance. Groups who have 
the greatest access to the approved means are mostly conform- 
ing. Conversely, those groups with the least access to the means 
have higher rates of deviance. In U.S. society this suggests that 
structured inequality leads to deviance and crime, with the 
highest rates among the lower classes. Indeed, the theory’s 
premise is that the lower class suffers the most anomic condi- 
tions and therefore has the highest level of involvement in devi- 
ant behavior. 


MAJOR POINTS OF THE THEORY 


1. Most members of society share (or are socialized into) a 
common system of values. 

2. This common value system teaches us both the things we 
should strive for (cultural goals) and the most appropriate 
ways (societal means) to achieve those goals. 

3. Ifthe goals and the means to achieve them are not equally 
stressed, an anomic condition is created. 

4. In a disorganized society, different degrees of access to 
these goals and means exist. Thus, the means are not 
equally distributed within a disorganized society. 

5. Some societies, such as that of the United States, may 
place too much stress on success goals. In a disorganized 
society, this results in a striving toward those goals, but 
not enough access to the means to achieve them. 
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6. Without reasonable access to the socially approved 
means, members of society will attempt to find some way 
to resolve the pressure to achieve. These alternative solu- 
tions are called “modes of adaptation.” 

7. The various modes of adaptation are formed by combina- 
tions of accepting, rejecting, or substituting for the goals 
and the means. 

a. If, in the face of moral pressure, the individual contin- 
ues to “accept” the value of both the goals and the 
means, the form of behavior exhibited will be con- 
forming. This is the most common form of adaptation. 

b. If the individual accepts the goals but rejects the 
means to achieve them, the form of behavior will be 
deviant and innovative. Here, more available and 
faster ways of achieving the goals are created. 

c. If the individual sees the goals as unattainable (rejects 
them) but accepts the means anyway, the form of 
behavior will be deviant and ritualistic. In this case, 
the focus of the individual becomes the means rather 
than the ends. 

If the individual rejects both the goals and the means, 

the form of behavior will be deviant and retreatist. A 

person engaged in this behavior will no longer strive 

toward the goals and not even continue in the normal 
stream of life. 

e. If both the goals and the means are rejected and then 
substituted for, the form of behavior will be deviant 
and rebelling. This form of deviance actually rejects 
the way society is currently set up and attempts to cre- 
ate a new form of society. 


e 


Epilogue: Current Directions and Policy Implications 


CURRENT DIRECTIONS 


Alarm over the suicides of seven young people in a depressed 
Welsh town (Katz, 2008, p. A26) forced officials to confront 
many of the ideas argued by anomie theory. Comments included 
the area’s “deepening sense of foreboding and hopelessness,” 
the loss of jobs, high unemployment, a high level of illness, and 
the lack of meaningful activity for the youth that leads them to 
drink and take drugs. Ironically, even the recreation center cost 
too much to use. One resident explained the feelings of the 
teens “when something goes wrong in their inner circle, they 
feel helpless and don’t know where to turn... nobody really 
knows what to. ... society is disconnected.” 

These circumstances correspond well with the current 
theoretical emphasis of anomie theory as a form called strain 
theory. Although Merton uses the word “strain” in his pre- 
sentation, he rejected the idea that his theory was a strain 
theory. To his way of thinking, strain tends toward psychoso- 
cial and microlevel analysis and anomie theory was never 
meant to be an explanation of that (as quoted in Cullen & 
Messner, 2007, p. 21). In a similar vein, Albert K. Cohen 
(himself referred to as a strain theorist) argues that Travis 


Hirschi, in his 1969 book Causes of Delinquency “invented” 
the category of modern strain theory (Cohen, personal com- 
munication, January 29, 1993) and vehemently denies that he 
wrote about “strain.” The term was also used by Ruth Korn- 
hauser (1978) in her critique of criminological theories. 
Featherstone and Deflem (2003) even present a case for Mer- 
ton’s theory having two parts: anomie, which is the structural 
component of the disjunction between goals and means 
which causes normlessness, and strain, which is the adapta- 
tion to blocked opportunities. 

This category of theories is defined by its focus on moti- 
vation. That is, strain theories require that people be moti- 
vated to commit criminal and delinquent acts. Without such 
motivation, there would be conformity. In other words, strain 
theories are focused on some special state of mind (or collec- 
tive state of mind) such as a pathology, tension, frustration, or 
mental conflict. As a result, people in this state of mind “see 
crime as expressions, symptoms, or ways of dealing with, 
solving, or getting relief from whatever is troubling them” 
(Cohen, personal communication, January 29, 1993). Such 
theories include psychological and psychoanalytic versions, 
which explain the source of these symptoms by looking at 
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individuals and locating answers in their own situation and 
history. Because strain is a dominant contemporary approach 
to Merton’s theory, there have been several attempts to incor- 
porate various motivations we might otherwise refer to as 
psychological ones. 

The sociological versions of strain theory ask the ques- 
tion, “Where do these strains come from?” In other words, 
what is it about the way in which society is organized and 
arranged that tends to produce the conditions and circumstances 
that give rise to deviant behavior? Sociological strain theories 
also attempt to explain the origins of motivational states (and 
usually are concerned with the distribution of those states). 
They search for the origins of strain in the way society is put 
together or arranged; that is, in the social structure. Theories 
such as Merton’s place the source of strain in cultural messages 
and social inequalities. We refer to all these approaches as 
structural strain theories. 

Other than Merton’s further writing and elaboration on 
his theory, several theorists have added to the general strain 
theory perspective. Most notable are Cohen (1955, 1965), 
Cloward (1959), and Cloward with Ohlin (1960). These 
extensions are examined in detail in the chapter on subculture 
theories (Chapter 7). Other theorists, however, have directly 
added to anomie theory by suggesting new categories for the 
modes of adaptation (Dubin, 1959; Harary, 1966; Murphy & 
Robinson, 2008; and with Merton’s, 1959 commentary on 
Dubin and Cloward’s contributions). Most of these writers 
were concerned with Merton’s use of the substitution concept 
and argued that it opened the door to many more than the five 
modes of adaptation predicted by the scheme of accepting 
and rejecting the goals and means. Other criminologists have 
critiqued the theory and conducted studies to see if the rela- 
tionships implied in the theory exist. Many have noted that 
the theory is wanting in support, but some have argued that 
much of the research on anomie theory has been done with 
microlevel variables dealing with individuals, rather than the 
more appropriate use of macrolevel variables measuring 
characteristics of groups. As a result, the downturn of popu- 
larity for anomie theory during the 1970s is more likely the 
result of criminological attention turning to “newer” theories 
rather than any lack of supportive evidence (Lilly, Cullen, & 
Ball, 2014). 


ASPIRATIONS AND EXPECTATIONS 


One variety of newer work carries on the Mertonian tradition of 
examining disparities between aspirations and expectations. In 
this vein, aspirations are viewed as the ideal goals that one 
should strive for, whereas expectations are what the individual 
thinks he or she can actually achieve. The argument is that a 
disparity between aspirations and expectations leads to a sense 
of frustration and higher probabilities of deviant behavior. 


Typically, this approach is used for adolescents, because they 
have not had time to be rejected by the social system and 
thereby meet Merton’s criteria for a shortage of means. Robert 
Agnew, in particular, has argued in his general strain theory that 
blockage of adolescent’s goals leads to deviance. 


RELATIVE DEPRIVATION 


Another direction suggests that the relative discrepancy 
between poverty and wealth is important in determining crime 
rates. For instance, in areas of extreme poverty or extreme 
wealth, we might expect to find that such conspicuous differ- 
ences create more frustration and despair and, subsequently, 
higher crime rates. Several studies have suggested that this 
variation of strain theory makes sense and, indeed, does have 
the anticipated effect. 


IMMEDIACY OF GOALS 


Yet another variety of strain theory seeks to resolve one of the 
major criticisms of strain theory: that the goals/means formula 
does not explain middle-class deviance very well.” While this 
might not be a valid criticism, Delbert Elliott and Harwin Voss 
(1974) added middle-class delinquency to the strain picture. 
They did so by focusing more on immediate goals than the 
long-range aspirations usually connected with strain theory. 
Juveniles are more likely to be concerned about their immedi- 
ate goals (popularity, athletic achievement, good grades) than 
whether they will eventually succeed in life. Moreover, these 
immediate goals are not necessarily tied to social class, 
although middle-class juveniles are perhaps more likely to 
chase immediate goals that are more difficult to achieve (class 
president, captain of cheerleaders). When coupled with other 
impediments to success (physical unattractiveness, poor per- 
sonality, lack of coordination, or inferior intellectual ability), 
the inability to achieve goals may be seen as a combination of 
several factors. 


NEW STRAIN THEORIES 


Two forms of strain theory emerged during the 1980s and 
1990s. The first, Robert Agnew’s general strain theory (1985, 
2001, 2005) focuses on juveniles and adds the concept of 
blocked avoidance of painful situations. Agnew’s theory (see 
Chapter 14) is a good example of the inclusion of psycho- 
logical factors as instrumental in the development of strain, 
using anger coupled with feelings of loss of control and stress 
to explain the creation of personal strain. Just as blocked 
legitimate opportunities create strain, so too does the inabil- 
ity to avoid stressful circumstances. Thus, Agnew takes 
Merton’s structural explanation to the individual (or micro) 
level. The second new version, institutional strain theory, is 
from Steven Messner and Richard Rosenfeld (2007). They 
posit that anomie also reduces the control of most social 


2 This critique ignores the fact that Merton was writing about a more general notion of deviance, not specifically crime or psychopathology. As a result, his use of 
conformity as the dominant mode of adaptation nicely captures middle-class efforts to remain true to the status quo system even in the face of self-evident lack of 


opportunities to gain “real” success. 


institutions (family, school, law) over individuals and exacer- 
bates cultural economic sources of strain. This, too, can be 
viewed as moving strain theory to a more personal level but 
Messner and Rosenfeld emphasize the institutional (social 
structure) pressures members of society face. This renewed 
structural emphasis in criminology has been called the “new 
institutionalism” by Karstedt (2010) and implies a contempo- 
rary return to macrolevel social factors in crime causation. 
Each of these additions to the Mertonian strain approach pro- 
vides another level of explanation to the structural variables 
of the original perspective and demonstrates the value of 
relationships between cultural strain and personal factors. 
This acknowledgment of the complexity of strain is an impor- 
tant advance in combining structural factors with individual- 
level variables (see Chapters 14 and 15 for more detail on 
these theories). 


POLICY IMPLICATIONS 


Policy implications are easy to draw from anomie and strain 
theories; putting them into practice is another matter entirely. 
Because anomie is a macrolevel theory, the proper form of 
policy would be aimed at modifying the social structure. 
Examples would include the elimination of class structures, 
racism, and prejudice, all of which are factors working to 
limit the opportunities for reaching goals. Other approaches, 
as we discuss in Chapter 7, involve programs to provide 
increased job opportunities. Although most clearly seen in the 
Depression-era work programs, many programs that aimed to 
increase opportunities for meaningful work were also created 
during the 1960s. Similarly, providing greater educational 
opportunities would be a desirable approach under strain the- 
ory. California’s education master plan of the 1960s, for 
example, gave all citizens free access to at least two years of 


Questions and Weblinks 


Critical Thinking Questions 


1. Do you think our current society reflects a certain level of anomie? 
Why or why not? 

2. How does advertising and media contribute to our drive for mate- 
rial forms of success and is there any benefit for attempting to 
control that? 

3. Do you think the American Dream is the same today as when 
Merton first wrote his theory? 

4. In the late 1950s, Leo Srole developed a scale that attempted to 
measure individual levels of anomie. The survey asked if you 
agreed or disagreed with the following statements: 


Practice Essay Questions 


1. Discuss how progress in society contributes to the development of 
anomie according to Emile Durkheim. 

2. As described in this chapter, what are some of the different ways 
that people adapt to the strain of not having access to the goals or 
means that society offers? 
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college. Programs aimed at decreasing school dropout rates 
and increasing educational levels are also in keeping with the 
anomie tradition. From the perspective of Agnew’s strain the- 
ory, a reasonable approach would be to find ways to decrease 
negative relationships in families, schools, and neighbor- 
hoods and to increase methods of avoiding other negative 
strains. Messner and Rosenfeld (2007) argue that more 
flexible work plans for parents, including family leave and 
working from home offices, may help restore the balance 
between the pressure for success and the need to devote time 
and energy to supportive social structures such as the family. 
Schools that strive to incorporate parents in special activities 
and companies that allow employees to devote work time to 
community projects also help strengthen these institutional 
controls. 

A final policy implication deserves attention. Ruth Korn- 
hauser (1978) as well as Steve Brown, Finn Esbensen, and Gil 
Geis (2010) have suggested that one possible policy imple- 
mentation of anomie theory would be to reduce aspirations. 
While they do not actually suggest that we do so, some of the 
possibilities are intriguing. We could, for instance, introduce a 
caste system in which individuals remain in the caste to which 
they are born, never being allowed to dream of goals beyond 
their reach. Or, perhaps we could mount a campaign to tell 
everyone that the American dream is over. None of these things 
would, of course, be desirable—crime is not necessarily the 
worst ill in society. On the positive side though, we could 
attempt to restrict advertising that announces the availability 
of all sorts of luxury goods and our need to secure those goods 
to keep up with the proverbial “Jones family next door.” In this 
sense, the advertising media might be blamed (under anomie 
theory) for magnifying the tensions between the haves and 
the have-nots. 


a. Despite what some say, the conditions of the average person 
are getting worse. 

b. The way the future looks, it is hardly fair to bring children into 
this world. 

c. A person has to mainly live for today and let tomorrow take 
care of itself. 

d. Today it is hard to tell who you can really count on. 

e. It is no use writing public officials, they don’t care about you. 


Answer the questions a—e above with agree or disagree and compare 
your results with those in your class. 


3. How does social structure interfere with someone’s ability to 
access the means to obtain the “American Dream?” 
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Related Websites 


http://www.samhsa.gov/prevention/ 

http://www.aacap.org/AACAP/Families_and_youth/Facts_for_ 
Families/FFF-Guide/Teen-Suicide-010.aspx 

http://www.afterschoolallstars.org/programs/need-for-after-school/? 
gclid=CPmymMHA68wCFZRIfgod4G40fw 
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Subculture Theories 


LEARNING OBJECTIVES 


Objective 7.1: Discuss what is meant by a subculture. 
Objective 7.2: Describe Cohen’s view of gang behavior and how it forms. 
Objective 7.3: Explain what Miller meant by lower-class focal concerns. 


Objective 7.4: Compare and contrast community opportunities as seen by Cloward and Ohlin and how 
they contribute to gang activity. 


Objective 7.5: Discuss some of the programs designed to offset the negative influences of gangs in 
inner cities. 


INTRODUCTION 


With few exceptions, criminological theories of the 1950s and early 1960s focused on juvenile delin- 
quency. Many of the theorists set out to explain what they believed to be the most common form of 
delinquency: gangs. They were interested in explaining the origins of delinquent gangs and the context 
in which different types of gangs developed. At the same time, the cultures studied by the Chicago 
School began to be referred to by the new sociological term “subcultures.” 

Combining these two topics, criminologists began studying gang delinquency and theorizing 
about delinquent subcultures. In separate works, Albert K. Cohen in 1955 and Richard A. Cloward and 
Lloyd E. Ohlin in 1960 combined the work of the Chicago School (and Sutherland) with Merton’s ano- 
mie theory. Both focused on urban, lower-class, male, gang delinquency. Other theories included Walter 
Miller’s (1958) theory of lower-class “focal concerns” and Marvin Wolfgang and Franco Ferracuti’s 
(1967) theory of the subculture of violence. 

Because of the differences among these theories, it is difficult to characterize them as a generic 
subculture theory. Even characterizing them as strain theories, as some writers have done, is not accu- 
rate. Cohen has long refuted a simple strain theory characterization of his work, and Frank Cullen (1988) 
has made a cogent argument that Cloward and Ohlin were not primarily strain theorists. Therefore, this 
chapter is divided into three sections. After a discussion of the heritage of the theories, we examine, in 
turn, Cohen’s theory of the delinquent subculture, Cloward and Ohlin’s differential opportunity theory, 
and two other subculture theories, those of Miller, and Wolfgang and Ferracuti. 


THE HERITAGE OF THE THEORIES 
The Social Heritage 


The 1950s were a time of prosperity and a tremendous rise in consumerism. The values of the middle 
class had proven their superiority in a massive war effort, and, consequently, for many it was difficult to 
conceive of anything other than the middle-class way as being “normal.” It may even have been this 


77 


78 


Chapter 7 ° Subculture Theories 


same pride in “the American way” that helped create the climate for communist-chasing during 
the McCarthy years. 

Along with this spirit, the right to education was seen for the first time as something all 
Americans shared. As a result of educational benefits provided to military veterans, college 
enrollment climbed, and the middle class began to expect a college education for its children. 
Public schooling captured the attention of America and, by the end of the 1950s, the Soviet suc- 
cess in putting into orbit the first satellite resulted in a call in the United States for better educa- 
tion in the sciences. These events ultimately led to changes in the U.S. educational system. 

At the same time, the peaking urbanization of the United States was producing increas- 
ingly deteriorated central-city areas. Middle-class suburbs were developing, and the first housing 
subdivision was built outside Philadelphia. The Supreme Court outlawed segregation, but eco- 
nomic and territorial boundaries were already distinct. The problems of the cities were the prob- 
lems of the people who lived there, principally the lower class. Delinquency was viewed as a 
lower-class problem, and gangs were the most visible form of delinquency. With a clear “we- 
they” separation, middle-class America saw itself as superior to the lower class. 

As Charles Murray (1984) notes, the dominant concepts of poverty, as translated into policy 
during the 1950s, tended to rely on explanations of individual behavior. The popular view was 
that individuals were responsible for their own situations and that the poor probably had not 
worked hard enough. The civil rights movement and other factors already mentioned helped 
recast the responsibility for poverty into a social framework. With the arrival of the 1960s, the 
time was ripe for a reinterpretation of the effects of poverty. Bob Lilly, Frank Cullen, and Richard 
Ball (1989, p. 90) point out that the new social responsibility served to highlight Merton’s theory 
and to emphasize the emerging opportunity-oriented theories of Cohen, and Cloward and Ohlin. 


The Intellectual Heritage 


The intellectual traditions behind the theories of the 1950s included the Chicago School theories 
and the Mertonian conception of anomie. Scholars who were associated with the Chicago School 
continued their study of crime and delinquency rates and researched the relationship between com- 
munity and delinquency.! Edwin Sutherland, previously the dominant figure in criminology, spread 
the work of the Chicago School through several graduate students who had studied with him at the 
University of Indiana in the 1940s. These students would become prominent criminologists. 

Robert Merton’s theories had also become influential. His writings in sociology, and 
those of Talcott Parsons, had established a concern with social structure and the examination 
of social class differences. Within criminology, this “structural-functionalist” approach cap- 
tured the imagination of theorists who sought ways to reconcile Merton’s structure with the 
Chicago School’s process. 

A final major influence on the subculture theorists of the 1950s was the writing of a 
researcher at the Chicago Area Project, Solomon Kobrin. He and others, in examining street 
gangs and studying the relationships between male generations in a lower-class community, 
found strong ties between the political hierarchy and organized crime. These ties were so strong 
that Kobrin referred to them jointly as a “single controlling group” (Kobrin, in Laub, 1983b). It 
was from these observations that Kobrin (1951) introduced the concept of an integrated commu- 
nity. According to this concept, the degree of social control present within a community is depen- 
dent on how well the criminal element is organized as well as on the character of its relationship 
with the community’s official leadership. A community that is organized and integrated has 
greater social control over the behavior of juveniles than a community where integration is lack- 
ing. This control exists because organized crime members reside in the community with their 
families. Thus, they have an interest in controlling and preventing violence in the community. 
Because they have power and participate in the political arena, organized crime is able to use that 
political power to have the police keep the streets in their neighborhood safe. In short, they want 
the same things for their community that you and I do. Kobrin’s insights led the way to a future 
combination of the Mertonian and Chicago School paradigms. 


' One scholar, Barmaki (2016), has argued that W. I. Thomas , a mainstay of the Chicago School, is the real origin of the 
concept of “deviant subcultures.” Barmaki makes a good case that Thomas’s “definition of the situation” encompasses 
most of what later theories (those in this chapter) choose to explain as subculture. 


Albert Kircidel Cohen (1918-2014) 


Albert Cohen was born in Boston, Massachusetts, in 1918. He 
attended his local university, and received his BA in sociology 
from Harvard in 1939. While there, he became acquainted with 
Robert Merton and Talcott Parsons. Upon graduation, Cohen 
wanted to pursue a graduate degree and applied for assistant- 
ship funding at various institutions. Edwin Sutherland, at Indiana 
University, replied with financial assistance and Cohen went 
there to obtain his master’s degree. After that, he went to work 
at a correctional facility for youth and later served in the Army in 
a chemical warfare unit. Returning to graduate school at Har- 
vard, Cohen finished his coursework and began teaching at Indi- 
ana University, completing his Ph.D. in 1951. His dissertation 
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ultimately became the classic work Delinquent Boys: The Culture 
of the Gang. In 1965, he moved from Indiana University to begin 
his long and distinguished tenure at the University of Connecti- 
cut (1965-1988). His accomplishments there included serving as 
editor of the American Sociological Review, a term as President 
of the Society for the Study of Social Problems, and a Senior Ful- 
bright in the Philippines. He also was affiliated with some 10 uni- 
versities and institutes as a visiting scholar or professor. Cohen 
won the prestigious Edwin Sutherland Award from the American 
Society of Criminology (ASC) in 1993 and was also named an 
ASC Fellow. He served as President of the Society for the Study of 
Social Problems. He retired as professor emeritus in 1988. 


Albert K. Cohen’s book Delinquent Boys: The Culture of the Gang (1955) was the first 
attempt at solving the problem of how a delinquent subculture could begin.” Cohen also 
attempted to integrate several theoretical perspectives, including the work of Clifford Shaw 
and Henry McKay, Edwin Sutherland, and Robert Merton.? Although criticized severely (see, 
especially, Bordua, 1960, 1961, 1962; Kitsuse & Dietrick, 1959), his work has been influen- 


tial among criminologists. 


After an examination of the research on juvenile delinquency, Cohen noted that delinquent 
behavior is most often found among lower-class males and that gang delinquency is the most 
common form. He also determined that gang subcultures are characterized by behavior that is 
nonutilitarian, malicious, and negativistic. In other words, Cohen saw in subcultural delinquency 
no rationale for stealing (other than seeking peer status), a delight in the discomfort of others, 
and an obvious attempt to flout middle-class values. The research also characterized gangs as 
engaged in various forms of delinquent acts (versatility), interested mainly in the present (short- 
run hedonism) as opposed to the future, and hostile to outsiders (group autonomy). These consti- 
tute the factors that had to be explained by a theory of the delinquent subculture. 

Cohen declared that all children (indeed, all individuals) seek social status. However, not 
all children can compete equally for status. By virtue of their position in the social structure, 
lower-class children tend to lack both material and symbolic advantages. As long as they com- 
pete among themselves, the footing is relatively equal; it is in competition with middle-class 


children that those of the lower class fall short. 


The first major status problems facing lower-class children are found in the school sys- 
tem. Not only do these children have to compete with middle-class children, but they are also 
evaluated by adults who use a “middle-class measuring rod,” a set of standards that are diffi- 
cult for the lower-class child to attain. These standards include sharing, delaying gratification, 
setting long-range goals, and respecting others’ property. All of these things intrinsically relate 
to being brought up with property of one’s own and to having parents who know firsthand the 
future can be better and hard work pays off. None of these standards are necessarily self-evi- 
dent to the parents of lower-class children, and they cannot be expected to lie to their children. 
In this competitive framework, then, lower-class children lose ground in the search for status, 
among both fellow students and teachers. Those who most strongly feel the loss most suffer 
status-frustration. Employing the Freudian mechanism of reaction-formation (a defensive 
mechanism to overcome anxiety) as an explanation, Cohen speculated a hostile overreaction to 


middle-class values may occur. 


2 We would like to express our appreciation to the late Albert Cohen for his review and comments on this summary 


of his theory. 


3 Most criminologists have viewed Cohen’s work as a combination of the East Coast anomie tradition and the Chicago 
School tradition. Although this view is correct, it is curious that Cohen’s book contains only one citation to Merton’s 
work, and this is in a footnote on social disorganization, whose primary source is Shaw and McKay. 
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Because many lower-class children are trapped in this status-frustration, various adapta- 
tions to the middle class take place. For some, adjustment to the middle-class measuring rod 
results in a collective solution to the problem of status. This solution, Cohen suggested, also 
requires a change in the way status is attained. This is accomplished by jointly establishing “new 
norms, new criteria of status which define as meritorious the characteristics they do possess, the 
kinds of conduct of which they are capable” (1955, p. 66, emphasis in original). Thus, a new 
cultural form, a delinquent subculture, is created to resolve problems of lower-class status. 

It is this delinquent subculture that provides the nonutilitarian, malicious, and negativistic 
character of gang delinquency. Abandoning and inverting the middle-class value system, gang 
members can achieve status simply by doing those things they do well, such as showing tough- 
ness or standing up for themselves. As long as the need for status exists, the delinquent subcul- 
ture will exist as an available solution for lower-class, male youths. 

The more a frustrated lower-class youth interacts with those in the delinquent subculture, 
the greater is the likelihood the youth will take up the definitions and behaviors of the subculture. 
Cohen is really saying, then, that the strains resulting from social disorganization (or differential 
social organization) create a commonly shared situation for many lower-class children. Whether 
such children become delinquent depends on the degree and strength of their interaction with 
members of the delinquent subculture. Those who have frequent interaction and begin to view 
gang delinquents as their significant others are most likely to view the delinquent subculture as 
the solution to their problems. 

We should also note that Cohen proposed, albeit in few words, theories of female delin- 
quency and middle-class male delinquency. In both instances, he used the concepts of status- 
frustration and reaction-formation to explain the form of delinquent subculture available to each 
group. He characterized females as frustrated by the sexual “double standard” and, through the 
reaction-formation process, as resolving their status-frustration by engaging in sexually ori- 
ented delinquent behavior. Cohen viewed middle-class males, in contrast, as anxious about their 
“maleness” because of the child-rearing responsibilities of the mother. The reaction-formation 
process in this case results in a “masculine protest” against female authority, creating a middle- 
class male delinquent subculture. The subculture emphasizes behavior involving masculine 
activities, especially those revolving around the automobile, and thus leads to joyriding, “drag 
racing,” and being “bad.” 


Classification of the Theory 


Cohen’s subculture theory is usually referred to as a strain, or structural, theory. While the strain 
classification is to Cohen’s mind questionable (Laub, 1983a), it is potentially usable because 
while the source of the delinquent subculture is strain, the theory focuses on the process by 
which the subculture is created. The latter part represents the influence of the Chicago School’s 
process orientation. This duality also makes it difficult to classify the theory as either a mac- 
rotheory or a microtheory; instead, classification as a bridging theory is appropriate. In this 
respect, Cohen borrows from strain theory an explanation of social structure and proceeds to 
describe how delinquent subcultures come about. He does this from a consensus approach, 
meaning that society emphasizes reaching goals in the accepted middle-class way. It is only after 
frustration develops from an inability to reach status goals that lower-class children find a need 
for alternative means. Similarly, the theory is a clear example of sociological positivism (as are 
most criminological theories). In fact, Cohen (1955, pp. 21-48) tells us there are certain forms of 
behavior to be explained, and he then develops the concept of subculture as a means of under- 
standing those behaviors. Cohen himself says (personal communication, January 29, 1993) that 
“Delinquent Boys is not just a strain theory and structural theory. It is also a theory that empha- 
sizes the role of process and of interaction....” It is this interaction with those in similar situa- 
tions that determines how an individual will react to strain. 


Major Points of the Theory 


1. Members of society share a common value system that emphasizes certain values over oth- 
ers. In the United States, these values are closely associated with the middle class. 

2. Most of these common values stress goals that result in the gaining of status; therefore, 
status itself becomes a generally approved goal. 
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3. Opportunities to reach these goals are more often available to the middle class than to the 
lower class. 

4. Societal institutions, especially schools, reflect middle-class value goals and use them to 
evaluate those who come in contact with the institution. 

5. Because of their limited opportunities, lower-class youths are often evaluated unfavorably 
by the school system, leading to frustration in their pursuit of status. 

6. Unable to gain status through the use of conventional school opportunities (grades, social 
standing), lower-class youths rebel (reaction-formation) against middle-class values while 
still keeping status as a goal. 

7. Over a period of time, lower-class youths collectively create a new value system in opposi- 
tion to middle-class values. The standards of this new value system are mostly anticonven- 
tional and afford the youths opportunities for gaining status. 

8. This “delinquent solution” is passed on through the transmission of values from youth to 
youth and generation to generation, fostering an ongoing delinquent subculture that pro- 
vides status for behavior that is negativistic, malicious, and nonutilitarian. 


CLOWARD AND OHLIN’S DIFFERENTIAL OPPORTUNITY THEORY 


The theory that became known as “differential opportunity theory” had its origins in a 1959 
article by Richard Cloward. Noting Merton’s anomie theory had specified only one opportunity 
structure, Cloward argued there is a second opportunity structure. Not only does a set of legiti- 
mate means exist to reach cultural goals, but standard illegitimate avenues exist as well (the 
illegitimate opportunity structure). This second source of opportunities became the background 
of the theory proposed in a book Cloward wrote with Lloyd Ohlin, Delinquency and Opportu- 
nity: A Theory of Delinquent Gangs (1960).* 

According to Cloward and Ohlin, more than one way exists for juveniles to reach their 
aspirations. In those urban, lower-class areas where very few legitimate opportunities are avail- 
able, one can find opportunities of a different kind. Further, these opportunities are just as well 
established and access is just as limited as in the legitimate structure. Thus, position in society 
dictates the ability to participate in both conventional and criminal avenues of success. 

Using the writings of Solomon Kobrin (1951) on integrated conventional and criminal 
activity in lower-class communities (Laub, 1983c), Cloward and Ohlin argued that the form of 
delinquent subculture depends on the degree of integration present in the community. Moreover, 
they suggested that in a community without a stable criminal structure, lower-class juveniles 
would have no greater opportunity to succeed in life through criminal avenues than they would 
through conventional means. There would be no criminal “business” to join and to work one’s 
way up through the ranks, no way to learn properly a criminal trade, and no way to become a 
“professional.” People who could work their way up through a criminal business, in contrast, 
could gain the wherewithal to enable them to slip over to legitimate business. In fact, this is 
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Richard Cloward was born in Rochester, New York, on Christmas 
of 1926. After earning his bachelor’s degree from the University 
of Rochester in 1949, Cloward obtained his master’s in social 
work from Columbia University in 1950. He served in both the 
Navy and the Army from 1951 to 1954 and after leaving the 
service joined Columbia University’s School of Social Work as an 
assistant professor. While teaching at Columbia, he pursued and 
completed a doctorate in sociology in 1958, working with Robert 
Merton as his mentor. As a professor at the Columbia School of 
Social Work for 47 years, he helped to establish a number of 


community action and legal programs aimed at reducing pov- 
erty. One in particular, Mobilization for Youth (MFY), in the early 
1960s became a program model for the 1960s federal War on 
Poverty. Other affiliations include the National Welfare Rights 
Organization and Service Employees Registration and Voter Edu- 
cation (SERVE), which he founded with his wife and coauthor, 
Frances Fox Piven. In 1993, he spearheaded efforts to formalize 
motor voter programs, which resulted in passage of the Motor 
Voter Act. He died of lung cancer at the age of 74. 


4 Lloyd Ohlin reviewed and approved this summary of his theory for substantive accuracy. 
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Lloyd Edgar Ohlin (1918-2008) 


Lloyd Ohlin was born in Belmont, Massachusetts, in 1918, where 
his family owned a small chain of bakeries. He received a bache- 
lor’s degree from Brown University in 1940 and a master’s in sociol- 
ogy from Indiana University in 1942, working with Edwin 
Sutherland. In World War II, Ohlin served with the Army in coun- 
terintelligence in Europe. Leaving the service, Ohlin worked as a 
sociologist and actuary for the Illinois Parole and Pardon Board 
from 1947 to 1953, earning his Ph.D. from the University of Chi- 
cago in 1954, working with Ernest Burgess. In the mid-1950s, 
Ohlin directed the Center for Education and Research in Correc- 
tions at the University of Chicago, after which he joined the social 
work faculty at Columbia University. He was later named director 
of the school’s research center. His work with Mobilization for 
Youth, a $12.9 million antipoverty program designed to prevent 
delinquency, was rooted in the ideas set forth in “Delinquency and 
Opportunity” and encompassed job training, psychological coun- 
seling, a narcotics program, legal assistance, and other services. It 
became a model for federal antipoverty programs of the 1960s. 


From 1965 to 1967, Ohlin served as associate director 
of the President’s Commission on Law Enforcement and Ad- 
ministration of Justice. He accepted a position on the Harvard 
Law School faculty in 1967 and was one of the few nonlawyers 
there. Ohlin was also the research director of the Center for 
Criminal Justice at Harvard and held the Roscoe Pound Profes- 
sorship of Criminology and, later, the Touroff-Glueck Emeritus 
Professorship of Criminal Justice. Ohlin was President of the 
American Society of Criminology in 1986, was honored as a 
Fellow in 1982, and received the Edwin Sutherland Award in 
1967. He also received the Bruce Smith, Jr. Award from the 
Academy of Criminal Justice Sciences in 1992. After his retire- 
ment from Harvard Law School, in 1982 Ohlin continued work 
on several projects, including a study of the Massachusetts Ju- 
venile Justice System. He consulted for the National Institute of 
Justice and other foundations, from his homes in Maine and 
California. Ohlin died December 6, 2008, in Santa Barbara, 
California, at the age of 90. 


exactly what Kobrin (1951, p. 657) meant by community integration: Leaders in legitimate and 
illegitimate businesses share the goal of profitability, membership in religious and social organi- 
zations, and participation in the political process. And, of course, they share the desire for safe 
streets in the neighborhood where they live. 

Cloward and Ohlin proposed there would be three ideal types of delinquent gang subcul- 
tures: criminal, conflict, and retreatist. First, where communities are fully integrated, gangs 
would act almost as an apprenticeship group for adult, organized criminal concerns. In this crim- 
inal subculture, the primary focus would be on profit-making activities, and violence would be 
minimal. These subcultural gangs would practice the criminal “trades” under the loose supervi- 
sion of organized crime. Gang members could participate in various gambling activities (e.g., 
“running numbers”) or learn and participate in profit-making activities such as shoplifting, fenc- 
ing, and extortion. A contemporary example of participation in illegal activities is drug distribu- 
tors’ use of underaged gang members as drug carriers and dealers. If caught with drugs, underage 
juveniles do not face the same penalties as adults. 

Cloward and Ohlin also pointed out that criminal gangs exist where there is an integra- 
tion of ages as well as legitimate and illegitimate groups. In this way, they stress the learning 
of roles and the effect of role models on the shaping of the subcultural activities. In other 
words, young juveniles learn by watching and associating with older youths, who in turn learn 
from the adults around them. As Cloward and Ohlin explained: “Just as the middle-class youth, 
as a consequence of intimate relationships with, say, a banker or a businessman, may aspire to 
become a banker or a businessman, so the lower-class youth may be associated with and aspire 
to become a ‘policy king’ ” (the extortion racket) (1960, pp. 162-163). The influence of the 
Chicago School’s symbolic interactionist perspective, especially Sutherland’s differential 
association theory, is obvious here. 

A nonintegrated community would not only lack a well-organized and ongoing illegiti- 
mate structure but, according to Kobrin (1951, p. 658), also exercise very weak community 
control over juveniles. Thus, any gang subculture that would develop in one of these communi- 
ties would exhibit unrestrained behavior. As in Cohen’s delinquent subculture, the primary 
focus would be on gaining “respect.” Violence, property damage, and unpredictable behavior 
would become the hallmarks of such gangs. Cloward and Ohlin called this form the conflict 
subculture. These gangs would cause trouble equally for the community’s adult criminal ele- 
ment as well as for law-abiding citizens. Fearful residents, reacting to the random nature of 
violence, would call the police more often, and likewise, older offenders would see the disrup- 
tion of the status quo as attracting unwarranted law enforcement surveillance and intervention. 
In short, a socially disorganized community tends to create a gang subculture that is equally 
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disorganized. Transient and unstable relationships in the community are reflected in juvenile 
interactions, and relationships and role models between youths of different ages would be dif- 
ficult to sustain. Further, the illegitimate adult role models available to juveniles tend to be 
individuals who are not successful criminals (compared with those in organized crime). Interac- 
tion and learning in these areas reflect the nature of the community, and stable criminal learning 
environments cannot be developed. 

In both integrated and nonintegrated communities, one can also find juveniles who have no 
access to either of the opportunity structures. These individuals, over time, develop what Cloward 
and Ohlin called a retreatist subculture. Their primary focus is on drugs, and their gang-related 
activities are designed to bring them the money for their own drug use. The term for these sub- 
cultural delinquents is “double failures,” juveniles who for one reason or another cannot achieve 
sufficient success in either the legitimate or the illegitimate world. There are two possibilities for 
their retreat from the other two types of subcultures (Cloward & Ohlin, 1960, p. 181). First, they 
may simply have internalized prohibitions against violence or other criminal activity. Second, 
they may have failed to achieve status (or other forms of success) in a criminal or conflict gang. 
One possibility for this status failure is gangs are attributed different levels of “rep,” or reputa- 
tion, and these juveniles may have been previous members of gangs with little status. Not all 
“double failures” become drug users, but they are more susceptible than others. The interaction 
and learning involved in the retreatist subculture is derived from older drug users teaching new 
drug users how to find drug sources and how to use drugs. 

In sum, differential opportunity theory extends the anomie theory of Merton and adds the 
community-based observations of the Chicago School. Additionally, it suggests that subcultural 
patterns determine the form of delinquent behavior. For that matter, Cloward and Ohlin seem to 
suggest the real problem of understanding deviance lies in explaining how different reactions 
(adaptations) to strain occur and defining the context in which those reactions appear (Cullen, 
1984, pp. 39-49; 1988). Differential opportunity theory, then, assumes strain in the lower class 
as a given and attempts to explain the existence of various forms of delinquency as adaptations to 
strain, based on the stability of the community and the availability of adult role models. Because 
of this, the theory’s major focus is on the learning mechanisms available to produce the ongoing 
forms of delinquent subculture. 


Classification of the Theory 


Differential opportunity theory is usually termed a “strain theory.” But as with Cohen’s theory, it 
has elements of both structure and process. In combining the strain of anomie theory and the 
process of the Chicago School and differential association theory (Cloward & Ohlin, 1960, p. x), 
differential opportunity theory leans more toward structure. Yet, even while emphasizing the 
effect of one’s place in the social structure, it attempts to explain the process by which the con- 
tent of criminal lifestyles is transmitted. In a similar vein, this one is a bridging theory that leans 
slightly toward the macrotheoretical level. Finally, the theory is both positivistic and consensus 
oriented. It attempts to explain how behavior is developed and transmitted, and it assumes, with 
Merton, a primary emphasis on reaching cultural goals. 


Major Points of the Theory 


1. Members of society share a common set of values that emphasize the desirability of certain 
life goals, especially that of success. 

2. There are standard avenues—legitimate and illegitimate—for achieving these goals. 

3. These two general avenues (opportunity structures) are not equally available to all groups 
and classes of society. 

4. Members of the middle and upper classes have primary access to the legitimate opportu- 
nity structure (business, politics), while members of the lower class have primary access to 
the illegitimate opportunity structure (organized crime). 

5. In any urban, lower-class area, the degree of integration of these two opportunity structures 
determines the social organization of the community. The less the integration, the more the 
community is disorganized. 

6. Communities with well-organized and integrated illegal opportunity structures provide 
learning environments for organized criminal behavior. In such communities, the male 
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delinquent subculture takes on either of two ideal forms that are dependent on the degree 

of access to the illegitimate structure: 

a. When an opportunity to participate successfully in the illegitimate structure is available 
to young males, the subcultural gang type most commonly found will be a criminal 
gang. This form of gang serves as a training ground for the form of illegitimate activity 
found in the community. 

b. When opportunities for joining the illegitimate structure are as limited as are those for 
joining the legitimate structure, the most common form of subcultural gang will be a 
retreatist gang. Here, the gang members are basically withdrawn from the community 
(they are “double failures”), and they solve their problem of access to drugs. 

7. Disorganized communities exert weak social controls and create disorganized gang sub- 
cultures. When young males are deprived of both legitimate and criminal opportunities, the 
common form of gang subculture will be a conflict gang. Such gangs engage in violence 
and destructive acts against both opportunity structures. 


OTHER SUBCULTURE THEORIES 
Miller’s Lower-class Focal Concerns 


After Cohen’s work in 1955, Walter B. Miller (1958) examined lower-class areas in Boston and 
came to different conclusions.> As an anthropologist, Miller was familiar with ethnography, a 
research technique based on the direct observation of social groups in their natural settings. Using 
this approach, he concluded that middle-class values were less important to gang delinquency than 
Cohen and others thought. Thus, Miller’s theoretical perspective stressed differences in social-class 
lifestyles to a greater degree than did the consensus models of Cohen and of Cloward and Ohlin. 

Miller saw a society composed of different social groups or classes, each with a subculture 
resembling those of other groups in some respects and differing in others. Miller used the con- 
cept of focal concern rather than value to describe the things important to subcultures. Focal 
concerns are features or aspects of a subculture that require constant attention and care, as, for 
example, motherhood in the female subculture. Behavior related to focal concerns, such as the 
“trouble” concern in lower-class subculture, can be either valued or disvalued, depending on the 
situation and the people involved. 

The lower class, as an integral part of the larger society, shares many characteristics and 
concerns with other social classes. At the same time, the lower class also has distinctive features 
that differ significantly from those of the middle and upper classes. The legal system of the 
United States and the norms it incorporates conform more closely to the official standards of 
middle- and upper-class people than to those of lower-class people. As a result, certain common 
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Walter Miller was born in 1920 in Philadelphia, Pennsylvania. 
He went to the University of Chicago, ultimately receiving an 
M.A. in anthropology (Phi Beta Kappa) in 1950. His early field- 
work was a project studying the Fox Indians. The experience 
gave Miller a perspective on the cultural ways of smaller groups 
in larger societies that he used the rest of his life. He completed 
his Ph.D. in anthropology in 1954 at Harvard. His academic 
training in anthropology gave him a view of gangs, subcultures, 
and lower-class life that few others in the criminological field 
could attain. 

Miller helped to start up the Roxbury Gang Delinquency 
Research Project for the National Institute of Mental Health in 
1955 and served as its director from 1957 to 1964. Using ethno- 
graphic traditions he attempted to characterize the richness and 


complexities of the lifestyles of lower-class youth, particularly in 
the Boston communities where he worked. From 1974 to 1980, 
Miller directed the National Youth Gang Survey, which was spon- 
sored by the Justice Department and Harvard University. In 1976, 
Miller conducted a study of the status of gangs in 12 major cities 
in the United States funded by the Law Enforcement Assistance 
Administration. His last major report, The Growth of Youth Gang 
Problems in the United States: 1970-98, was a comprehensive 
chronicle of 30 years of researching the American gang. 

Prior to retirement, Miller was an active cyclist and in-line 
skater. His love of playing jazz and bluegrass, which had helped 
him connect with youth on the street, evolved in retirement into 
performing with a small jazz group around the New England 
area. He died in 2004 at the age of 84. 


5 Walter Miller reviewed and approved this summary for substantive accuracy. 
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behaviors, viewed as entirely appropriate by some lower-class subcultures, routinely violate offi- 
cial moral or legal codes. 

In common with other class subcultures, lower-class subcultures provide models for appro- 
priate male and female behavior. They illustrate and teach those traits, skills, and characteristics 
needed for successful social and occupational performance in lower-class life. That is, they con- 
tribute necessary values and behaviors for a lifestyle in which low-skilled labor is common. 
Criminal behavior in lower-class communities, as in other communities, approximates the gen- 
eral characteristics of noncriminal behavior. For instance, legitimate financial and accounting 
skills that play a vital role in middle-class life equip people to engage in crimes such as embez- 
zlement. Similarly, characteristics such as risk taking, physical courage, and the machismo ethic 
are not only important for many lower-class occupational roles but also prepare people to engage 
in violent crimes such as robbery and assault. 

Miller tried to characterize the richness and complexity of lower-class subcultures in a 
shorthand fashion. He did this by describing a set of focal concerns that underlie the reasons and 
motivations for common forms of lower-class behavior. Most lower-class crime and delinquency 
result primarily from efforts to conform to lower-class subcultural standards rather than a delib- 
erate flouting of middle-class standards (Cohen’s perspective). Miller described six focal con- 
cerns characterizing the subcultures of low-skilled laboring populations in the United States: 
trouble, toughness, smartness, excitement, fate, and autonomy. Trouble represents a commitment 
to law-violating behavior or “being a problem” to other people. Toughness is “machismo” and 
being fearless, brave, and daring. Characteristics of smartness include being cunning, living by 
one’s wits, and deceiving and “conning” others. Excitement means living for thrills, doing dan- 
gerous things, and taking risks. Fortune and luck are part of the focal concern of fate. Finally, 
autonomy signifies independence—not having to rely on others as well as rejecting authority. 

These concerns play a role in the commission of activities that may be legal or illegal, depend- 
ing on the circumstances. In lower-class subcultures, incentives for engaging in crime are generally 
stronger, and incentives for avoiding crime are weaker than in the other classes. However, while 
illegal forms of behavior are generally more common among lower-class youths than among youths 
in higher social classes, only a very small portion of behavior by lower-class youths is illegal. 

In many lower-class households, Miller observes, children are raised by single mothers 
who often reside with other female family members of child bearing age. Miller used the term 
“serial monogamy” to indicate the mother’s sequence of short-term relationships with men that 
does not allow the youth to develop significant relationships with a male acting in a father role. 
The absence of fathers creates a special problem for male children trying to learn appropriate 
adult male behavior. Youth gangs serve as one important device for accommodating this problem. 
Gangs provide a learning environment intensely focused on male qualities and abilities admired 
in lower-class communities: toughness, street-smartness, fighting ability, defeating rival groups 
by force and craft, earning respect by courage, and risk taking. Criminal activity often represents 
a highly effective means of achieving these goals. Gang membership also provides valuable psy- 
chological benefits, such as a sense of belonging and an opportunity to gain prestige and respect, 
which are difficult for lower-class youths to achieve in the context of family or school. 

From Miller’s viewpoint, then, the behavior of lower-class gang members is consistent 
with the special set of concerns, valued qualities, and life goals characteristic of many American 
lower-class communities. Miller (1958, p. 19) summarizes this by saying “the dominant compo- 
nent of the motivation of ‘delinquent’ behavior engaged in by members of lower class [street] 
corner groups involves a positive effort to achieve states, conditions, or qualities valued with the 
actor’s most significant cultural milieu.” Illegal practices, such as gang fighting and robbery, 
customarily undertaken by male gang members result in part from efforts to achieve qualities and 
conditions seen as appropriate adult male behavior in their own communities. However, often 
such behavior violates the law, it is seldom seen as abnormal within this subcultural context. 


Major Points of the Theory 


1. Society is composed of different social classes whose lifestyles or subcultures have both 
common and differing features. 

2. The subcultures of the lower, middle, and upper classes differ in significant respects from 
one another. 
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3. Because the dominant culture is the middle class, the existence of different values often 
brings the lower class into conflict with the dominant culture. 

4. Lower-class values serve to create young male behaviors that are delinquent by middle- 
class standards but that are normal and useful in lower-class life. 

5. Lower-class subcultures place special emphasis on a set of issues or “focal concerns” that 
influence customary behavior. These include trouble, toughness, smartness, excitement, 
fate, and autonomy. 

6. Many lower-class males are raised in fatherless households. Learning behavior and atti- 
tudes appropriate to adult male roles thus poses special problems. 

7. Youth gangs provide a context for learning important elements of adult male roles for 
many lower-class youth. Gangs also provide psychological benefits such as a sense of 
belonging, opportunities for gaining prestige, and enhanced self-esteem. 

8. Gang crime that seriously victimizes the larger community is in part a by-product of efforts 
by lower-class youth to attain goals valued within their subcultural milieu. 


Wolfgang and Ferracuti’s Subculture of Violence 


The last of the major subcultural theories was developed in 1967, by Marvin Wolfgang and 
Franco Ferracuti. Their work was substantively different from the other subculture theories, per- 
haps because it was developed almost a decade after delinquent-subculture theories and crimi- 
nology had developed new concerns. Derived from Wolfgang’s earlier study of homicide (1958), 
their subculture theory attempted to integrate a wide range of disciplinary approaches to under- 
standing deviant behavior. As they expressly state, the idea of a subculture of violence was 
derived from a combination of theories (1967, p. 314). From the sociological perspective, they 
included culture conflict, differential association, and theories on culture, social, and personality 
systems. From psychology, they chose theories on learning, conditioning, developmental social- 
ization, and differential identification. Finally, they also incorporated findings from research on 
criminal homicide and other assaultive crimes.° 

Their theory may be summarized as follows: Though members of a subculture hold values 
different from those of the central society, it is important to realize they are not totally different 
from or in total conflict with the greater society of which they are a part. Those in the subculture 
of violence learn a willingness to resort to violence and share a favorable attitude toward the use 
of violence. This attitude, though possible to hold at any age, is most common in groups ranging 
from late adolescence to middle age. Persons who commit violent crimes but are not identified 
by any link to a subculture are distinctly more pathological and display more guilt and anxiety 
about their behavior than do members of the subculture. 

Studies of skinhead groups and militias (Hamm, 1993, 1997, 2001, 2007) detail many of the 
characteristics of a subculture of violence. Drug cartels, mercenaries, and terrorists all have infor- 
mal codes and expectations about how problems are settled and what measures are acceptable for 
accomplishing group goals. Much of the research into these subcultures involves detailed inter- 
views where subjects confirm their commitment to the values and attitudes of defending honor 
and eliminating potential enemies, often through the use of the many weapons they accumulate. 


Summary 


Along with anomie theory, subculture theories dominated crim- 
inology during the 1950s and the early 1960s. Interestingly, the 
primary authors Cohen, and Cloward and Ohlin had training in 
both the Chicago School tradition and Merton’s anomie 
approach. Thus, the main approach was that of reconciling 
these two schools. 


Even though these theorists focused on gang delinquency, 
the concept of subculture was the real problem to be explained. 
For Cohen, it was the question of how a subculture could 
develop; for Cloward and Ohlin it was the attempt to explain the 
form a subculture might take. In each case, they assumed Mer- 
ton was correct, certain groups of people were disadvantaged in 


6 For those interested in more detail on the subculture of violence perspective, Charles Wellford and David Soulé (2002) 
have written an excellent summary of the theory from the viewpoint of having known Marvin Wolfgang. Interestingly, 
they then take an integrative theory and show how it can be used in modern integrative theories. 


the great chase for success, and the problem was to explain 
resulting deviant behavior. Miller saw the same overall subcul- 
ture picture as the other theorists but explained the delinquent 
subculture as a culture by itself, with its own lifestyles, values, 
and concerns. For Miller, there was no need to use strain to 
explain the creation of a set of values in opposition to the con- 
ventional ones. Wolfgang and Ferracuti were less interested in 
explaining the existence of subcultures than in outlining what 
those subcultures provide to their members. They assumed sub- 
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cultures provide definitions for behavior that, once learned, 
result in their members’ greater willingness to use violence. 

Taken together, subculture theories provide explanations 
of how groups of individuals develop similar values and ratio- 
nales for behavior. They differ in explaining the way in which 
the subcultures develop, but they all use the existence of sub- 
cultures to explain different forms of delinquency or crime. 
Moreover, they all locate the process of becoming delinquent or 
criminal in the subcultural environment. 


Epilogue: Current Directions and Policy Implications 


CURRENT DIRECTIONS 


Except for the subculture of violence perspective, subculture 
theories are, at heart, based on a relationship between the lower 
class and delinquency or crime. Criticisms of the class—delin- 
quency—crime connection emerged when self-report studies 
became popular in the early 1960s (these studies asked juve- 
niles to “self-report” their own delinquent acts). Many of the 
studies found only weak class—delinquency relationships, but 
they also focused on less serious types of delinquency. Later, 
Charles Tittle, Wayne Villemez, and Douglas Smith (1978) 
reviewed the research literature and suggested that the class— 
crime relationship was a myth. Others, such as John Braith- 
waite (1981), disagreed, arguing that there was a “myth of 
classlessness.” Of these criticisms, the self-report studies had 
the most impact because their popularity closely followed the 
dominant subcultural theories. In all probability, the issue of 
the class—delinquency relationship is not yet settled. But, as 
Steve Brown and David Brownfield have noted, not only are 
research measures of class and crime poorly constructed, but 
the critics fail to take into consideration that subculture theories 
do not necessarily predict high crime rates for the entire lower 
class. A part of the lower class is known as the “underclass.” 
The underclass has even fewer opportunities and may be more 
involved in crime than the rest of the lower class. This group 
constitutes the real test of subculture theories. 

Other modifications to subcultural theories have been 
presented. Gresham Sykes and David Matza (1957) critiqued 
Cohen’s conception of lower-class gang values as the opposite 
of middle-class values. They argued that lower-class juveniles 
do not need opposite values to commit delinquent acts. All that 
is necessary is a series of rationalizations or “neutralizations” to 
overcome conventional values(see Chapter 11 on social control 
theory for more on the techniques of neutralization). Matza and 
Sykes (1961) also proposed that other respectable values, called 
“subterranean values,” are present in the larger culture. It is not 
necessary one pursues the hard-working, always aspiring, set of 
dominant values. Subterranean values emphasize the worth of 
seeking fun or tolerating certain kinds of conflict or violence. 
Thus, juveniles at all class levels may share the alleged anti- 
middle-class values of Cohen’s lower-class gang delinquents. 
Cohen, with James Short (1958), responded that the description 
of delinquency presented in Delinquent Boys was a “parent” 
delinquent subculture. By this they referred to a more extensive 


form of subculture, one with a general set of values and with 
behaviors that were not specialized. Other subcultures, special- 
izing in various types of behaviors, were formed from this par- 
ent subculture. Short and his colleagues later demonstrated 
there was indeed evidence to suggest that a generic form of par- 
ent subculture existed and that more specialized forms of gangs 
and delinquent behaviors developed from it. 

Where evidence for techniques of neutralization is con- 
cerned, the research results have been mixed. Shadd Maruna 
and Heith Copes (2005), in reviewing 50 years of research on 
techniques of neutralization, argued that the theory has been 
poorly tested and needed more explication. Further, they felt 
that it would be better used as an explanation of persistence of 
and desistance from crime rather than an explanation of initial 
deviance. In addition, they note obvious connections with cog- 
nitive psychology theories that have not been explored. 

Other criminologists, such as Lewis Yablonsky (1959, 
1962), have suggested that theories need to account for less 
cohesive groups and more poorly organized behavior than sub- 
cultural theories posit. Yablonsky proposed that, other than a 
central leader, other members might not be so strongly attached 
to the gang. He called these loosely formed gangs “near 
groups.” He also theorized the leader was a psychotic type who 
instigated the others to engage in delinquent behavior. 

The most widely known attempt to incorporate subcul- 
ture concepts after the 1960s is referred to as the “Southernness 
hypothesis” (Gastil, 1971; Hackney, 1969). An extension of the 
subculture of violence thesis, the Southernness hypothesis 
reflects an effort to understand the distribution of homicide 
rates. The theory, which attempts to explain why the southern 
region of the United States has a higher homicide rate than 
other regions, argues that the region shares a subculture in 
which males are more ready to use violence to settle arguments. 
In short, the theory speculates as a part of their cultural back- 
ground, those who live in the southern United States learn a 
willingness and readiness to use violence. Research on the 
issue has yet to come to a definitive conclusion, and some crit- 
ics argue that no such subculture exists. 

Another subcultural explanation for crime has been pro- 
posed by Claude Fischer (1975). Fischer’s theory holds that the 
size of a place (the number of people living there) has a direct 
effect on participation in deviant behavior. The larger the place, 
the more deviant behavior is expected to occur. He links size 
with the variety, number, and intensity of subcultures and the 
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presence of subcultures with deviant behavior. In one sense, 
Fischer’s theory is related to the Chicago School’s emphasis on 
cities and their attendant evils. However, he extends urbanness 
theory by suggesting that the size of the city operates through 
an increasing variety of subcultures to generate deviance. 

Finally, we would note that, if one examines the literature 
and research on subculture, it is clear that after the year 2000 or 
so subculture theory has ostensibly been left behind. There is 
very little twenty first-century literature specifically examining 
the perspective. From this one might conclude that subculture 
theory is perhaps dead. We think other evidence argues for the 
opposite position—subculture that has, by and large, been incor- 
porated into other modern perspectives but without acknowl- 
edgement. For instance, the structural portion of Ron Akers’ 
learning and social structure theory is all about the presence of 
subcultures in American society and the values (definitions) pre- 
sented by those cultures to reinforce subcultural lifestyles.’ 
Modern takes on social disorganization (which was essential to 
most of the subculture perspectives of the 1950s) also incorpo- 
rate subcultures but now reference them as neighborhood struc- 
tures or city areas. Without the concepts buried in subcultural 
values, neighborhoods would tend to be rather bland representa- 
tions of demographics and geography. Moreover, we also argue 
that a feminist agenda has redefined subculture of violence as 
male-perpetrated domestic violence. From this perspective, the 
presence of gender roles encouraging male violence may have 
overlapping sources derived from subcultural values conducive 
to “machismo” and “Southernness” identities.’ With closer 
examination, there are likely other modern perspectives that par- 
take of the concepts implicit in subcultural theories. 


POLICY IMPLICATIONS 


Subculture theories proved to have important policy implica- 
tions because they offered hope to a new generation of liberal- 
thinking people. The Kennedy and Johnson presidential 
administrations took to heart the subcultural theory promise of 
restructuring society and attempted to implement the major con- 
cepts of opportunity theory. They spent millions of dollars in the 
Great Society and War on Poverty efforts, most notably in such 
programs as the Peace Corps, the Job Corps, the Comprehensive 
Employee Training Act (CETA), and Project Head Start. Attor- 
ney General Robert Kennedy took the differential opportunity 
thesis and “adopted it as the blueprint for the federal response to 
crime during his brother’s administration” (Brown, Esbensen, & 
Geis, 1991, p. 320). Lloyd Ohlin even served in a post at the 
Department of Health, Education, and Welfare with the job of 
redesigning federal delinquency prevention efforts. 

The most famous of the 1960s subcultural projects was 
the Mobilization for Youth (MFY) Project in New York City, 
under the directorship of Richard Cloward. Designed to 


increase educational and job opportunities for youths in 
deprived communities, MFY had a $12 million budget. Part- 
time jobs and school books were provided, but providing better 
life opportunities was more difficult to accomplish. Recogniz- 
ing this, MFY borrowed some of the ideas of the old Chicago 
Area Project and assisted in organizing the communities 
involved in the program. The main goal was to spur political 
action on behalf of the communities. MFY served as the central 
point for organizing strikes and protests, and for wielding the 
community’s political power. Even today the political remnants 
of MFY exist in New York City, much to the chagrin of the 
city’s political leaders. Unfortunately, however, even a project 
on the scope of MFY, with its large budget, was not enough to 
implement the theoretical concepts successfully. Restructuring 
society, even in small areas, proved to be too great a task. Cri- 
tiques of the project are available, but there is no consensus on 
the extent of its success (Moynihan, 1969; Pfohl, 1985). 

Several delinquency projects have also been grounded 
in the concepts of subculture theories. Two famous ones, the 
Silverlake and Provo experiments (Empey & Erickson, 1972; 
Empey & Lubeck, 1971), were based on the idea that groups 
of delinquents, under the guidance of an adult counselor, can 
assist each other to become more conventional. The usual 
term is “guided group interaction.” These delinquency treat- 
ment projects attempt to change delinquents’ subculture, or 
milieu, to make it more conducive to conventional definitions 
of behavior. These and other similar projects used peer pres- 
sure, staff guidance, and group meetings to facilitate nonde- 
linquent values and goals. 

School-based projects to alleviate the effects of lower- 
class subcultural environments are common. Many such pro- 
grams have been created since the 1960s to help children do 
better and stay in school. Project Head Start is the most widely 
known of these programs. It was designed to reduce the diffi- 
culties encountered by underprivileged children entering school 
by offering them some of the same advantages given to middle- 
class children in private kindergartens and preschools. Accord- 
ing to the subcultural thesis, a better-prepared child will do 
better in school, feel less deprivation, and be more likely to 
accept conventional values. 

Today, there is some interest in attempting to identify and 
intervene with those who might be at risk to join a violence- 
prone subculture. Education programs attempt to cultivate anti- 
violence attitudes and values, build problem resolution skills in 
young children, and encourage communities to participate in 
gun “buy-back” programs to reduce the amount of weapons on 
the street. The labeling of extremist groups who favor violence 
to accomplish their political goals as terrorists, such as abortion 
clinic bombers, has allowed for more law enforcement resources 
being allocated to arresting these subcultural members. 


TIn previous discussions, Ron has mentioned that there is a conflict basis to his approach to various cultural (subcultures) values. These differing subcultural defini- 
tions produce conflict with larger cultural values and thus reinforce potentially different behavioral approaches to decision-making and behavior among members of 
various groups. This was also true for Sutherland’s view of the way cultural transmission of values produced subcultures (his discussion at the time used the term 
“culture” as “subculture” was not yet in common use) in conflict with the values of larger culture. 


8 Interestingly, recent research by Doucet, D’ Antonio-Del Rio, and Chauvin (2014) on the subculture of violence finds that, in areas of the South with more south- 
ern-born residents and evangelical Protestantism, women also have higher rates of homicide. 


Questions and Weblinks 


Critical Thinking Questions 


1. Are there subcultures of violence in our society today? Which 
ones? And what specific values do they hold that support the use 
of violence? 

2. Critics of subculture theory argued that the work of this period 
singled out low-income families to blame for gangs. Do you think 
this criticism is valid? Why or why not? 


Practice Essay Questions 


1. Discuss the role of illegitimate opportunities in a community 
including some of the advantages as well as disadvantages. 

2. What were the basic characteristics of gangs according to the the- 
orists of this time period? Do you think these features are similar 
to or different from gangs today, in what ways? 


Related Websites 


http://www.ojjdp.gov/pubs/248025 .pdf 
http://www.nationalgangcenter.gov/ 
http://www.neighborworks.org/network/index.asp 
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Labeling Theory 


LEARNING OBJECTIVES 


Objective 8.1: Explain what is meant by retrospective interpretation. 

Objective 8.2: Describe labeling as both a conflict and a process theory. 

Objective 8.3: Define the concept of master status and what it means for rehabilitation. 
Objective 8.4: Distinguish between Lemert’s view of primary and secondary deviance. 


Objective 8.5: Discuss the link between societal reaction and labeling. 


INTRODUCTION 


In the early 1960s, a different approach to criminological theory was taken. Although it was an off- 
shoot of older theories, labeling theory asked questions about crime and criminals from a new per- 
spective, challenging previous definitions of deviance. Those associated with labeling argued earlier 
theories had placed too great a reliance on the individual deviant and neglected the variety of ways 
people could react to deviance. This message was important enough that the position became 
known as the societal reaction school. 

By de-emphasizing the criminal, labeling came close to the old Classical School in its concern 
for the action of official agencies, as well as the making and application of law. The theory also spurred 
interest in the way these agencies operate, so for a while criminology was intensely interested in inves- 
tigating the criminal justice process. Perhaps equally important, labeling sensitized criminology to the 
relativity of its subject matter and the middle-class values it had used to study criminals. 

Labeling suggested criminologists had overemphasized the original deviant act as well as the 
character of the deviant. Noting definitions of crime change from time to time and from place to place, 
labeling theorists questioned the pervasive notion that because crime is bad, those who commit crime 
must also be bad and a criminal act is naturally bad. The same examples we gave for culture conflict 
apply to labeling. If something is not a crime in one country, but one commits that act in a second 
country in which that act is a crime, has the individual suddenly become “bad,” or is a different 
criminal law the “cause” of the crime? 

Some criminologists have debated the content of labeling theory, insisting it is not a theory 
but instead a sensitizing perspective. This point has considerable merit, especially since those 
most important in the development of the position do not refer to themselves as labeling theorists; 
in fact, there would appear to be no identifiable labeling theorists. Further, since it is an offshoot 
of symbolic interactionism, labeling may not be new. In truth, though, labeling has as much right 
to be called a theory as do most of the other approaches discussed in this book. Labeling makes 
logical causal statements and generates propositions for testing (see Wellford, 1975), which is 
perhaps more than some other criminological theories can claim. Whether it is a theory or perspec- 
tive is not critical, because labeling has had a profound impact on criminology and on the study of 
deviance in general. 


Finally, labeling has either one major part or two, depending on the differing perspectives 
of various scholars. Its original name was the “societal reaction school,” and one camp argues 
that labeling is about the way in which people react to and label others. In this view, the focus is 
on the reactors, not the person labeled. The second camp argues that the effect of the label on the 
person labeled is also part of labeling theory. Thus, this perspective asks not only about the reac- 
tors but also about how the label affects the individual. Because the societal reaction school 
originally saw their purpose as a critique of existing criminological overemphasis on “the crimi- 
nal” and the addition of an ignored side of the crime/criminal equation, the first camp would 
appear to be more historically correct. 


THE HERITAGE OF THE THEORY 
The Social Heritage 


At the end of the 1950s, society was becoming conscious of racial inequality, segregation, and 
civil rights. The issue of underprivileged members of society became a real one. Civil rights pro- 
tests and demonstrations were commonplace. African Americans protested their treatment in 
restaurants, theaters, buses, and college admission. Education itself became the center of much 
of the civil rights movement. While equality did not come quickly, white society grew more con- 
scious of its treatment of minority groups. The umbrella of egalitarianism spread out over other 
special populations as women, the mentally ill, and the disabled became aware of the effects of a 
stigmatized, and thus marginalized, existence. 

Social changes of this magnitude were bound to influence social thinkers. Educators 
began examining ways to create classless schools. The Supreme Court handed down several 
important civil rights decisions. New programs were instituted in the juvenile justice system 
with an avowed purpose of diverting juveniles before they were stigmatized with the label 
“delinquent.” In short, the time was ripe for sociologists and criminologists to extend their theo- 
rizing about the effects of social class and minority status on those who came into contact with 
the criminal justice system. 

The popularity of labeling theory, once it had been proposed, was enhanced by the social 
atmosphere promoted by the Kennedy and Johnson administrations: the Great Society where all 
would be equal. Social scientists embraced plans to make quality education more equally avail- 
able to all, to increase opportunities, and to overcome the previous stigma associated with being 
a member of a minority group. Even as the country moved through the decade of the 1960s and 
became more critical of the prospect of government bringing equality to society, labeling seemed 
to be a natural answer to the question of why certain people were more frequently and negatively 
stereotyped. Indeed, with mistrust of government growing during the late 1960s and early 1970s, 
labeling was one way to critique and explain the abuses of power. 


The Intellectual Heritage 


The intellectual heritage of labeling reflected the Chicago School’s symbolic interactionism. 
The teaching and writing of both George Herbert Mead and W. I. Thomas at the University of 
Chicago had influenced several creative people. Their students, some of whom returned to 
teach at Chicago, continued to spread the symbolic interactionist approach. A group of graduate 
students at Chicago during the late 1940s and early 1950s applied the approach to several areas 
of deviance. One of these students, Howard S. Becker, was to become the person most strongly 
identified with labeling. 

In addition to the teachers of the Chicago School, their students and writings introduced 
others to the concept of symbolic interactionism. One of the first contributors to labeling, Edwin 
Lemert, took a symbolic interactionist approach and applied it to social pathologies, including 
stuttering among West Coast Indians. Lemert taught this approach to his students, some of whom 
would become important advocates of the new societal reaction school. 

Bob Lilly, Frank Cullen, and Richard Ball (1989) suggest Robert Merton’s (1968) con- 
cept of the “self-fulfilling prophecy” was also an important ingredient in the popularity of 
labeling. It was believed that many delinquents who may have started out as simply troubled 
youth felt that they might as well commit the offenses that they were going to be accused of. 
Living up to one’s reputation becomes part of the adaptation of the teen who feels that he or 
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she has few chances to become anything more. And, just by its presence, a false label can eas- 
ily become the truth for those ready to believe it. As an example of this phenomenon, try to 
remember if you have ever been accused of something you didn’t do. That you had not done 
anything didn’t matter; what mattered was someone else reacted as if you had. Obviously, 
then, deviance is “in the eye of the beholder.” 

The late 1950s also precipitated a methodological innovation in the measurement of devi- 
ance with the rise of self-report studies (questionnaires and interviews with juveniles who 
reported on their own delinquent behavior). Although earlier researchers had asked young people 
about their delinquent acts, it was the systematic work of James Short and F. Ivan Nye (1958) 
that began the comparison of admitted delinquent activity with official statistics. Their work sug- 
gested that official statistics such as the Uniform Crime Reports and juvenile court records did 
not accurately portray those who commit delinquent acts. The differences in findings between 
self-report studies and official statistics suggested that the portrait of an “official” delinquent 
might be, in part, a result of the kind of person who came to the attention of the authorities. This 
implied reaction by authorities rather than actual deviance might explain the disproportionate 
number of lower-class youths in the various delinquency statistics. The subsequent attempts to 
replicate the Short and Nye study also served to keep the topic current. 


THE THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE 
Early Labeling Theory Literature 


Many criminologists trace labeling theory to Frank Tannenbaum’s 1938 book Crime and the 
Community. The “dramatization of evil,’ as Tannenbaum called it, suggested that deviant behav- 
ior was not so much a product of the deviant’s lack of adjustment to society as it was the fact he 
or she had adjusted to a special group. Thus, criminal behavior is a product of “... the conflict 
between a group and the community at large” (1938, p. 8), where there are two opposing defini- 
tions of appropriate behavior. Tannenbaum wrote a “tag” becomes attached when a child is 
caught in delinquent activity. The tag identifies the child as a delinquent, may change the child’s 
self-image, and causes people to react to the tag, not the child. Thus, his argument was that the 
process of tagging criminals or delinquents actually helps create delinquency and criminality 
(1938, pp. 19-20). Tannenbaum specifically outlined labeling as the process of defining, identi- 
fying, and segregating someone and then making them conscious and self-conscious of their 
faults and shortcomings. 


Definition of Crime 


Labeling theory required a different orientation to deviance than that of previous theories. Noting 
other definitions depend on statistical, pathological, or relativistic views of deviance, Becker 
pointed out that none of them does justice to the reality of deviance (1963, pp. 3-18). He saw that 
deviance can often be in the eye of the beholder because members of various groups have differ- 
ent conceptions of what is right and proper in certain situations. 

Further, there must be a reaction to the act. That is, deviance must be discovered by some 
group that does not share a belief in the appropriateness of the behavior, and it must subsequently 


Howard Saul Becker (1928- ) 


Howard Becker was born in Chicago and educated in sociology 
at the University of Chicago (A.B., 1946; M.A., 1949; Ph.D., 
1951), where he studied with Everett C. Hughes among others. 
He conducted research for the Chicago Area Project and did 
postdoctoral studies at the University of Illinois. He also pursued 
coursework in photography at the San Francisco Art Institute and 
played jazz piano most of his life. Becker taught sociology at the 
University of Chicago, Stanford University, Northwestern Univer- 
sity, and the University of Washington, where he also taught in 


the music department. He was also the Project Director for Com- 
munity Studies, Inc., in Kansas City from 1955 to 1962. He was 
editor of the journal Social Problems (1961-1964) and served as 
President of the Society for the Study of Social Problems (1965- 
1966). Although Becker's work has been extremely useful in the 
development of labeling approaches to crime, he was quick to 
acknowledge that he was not a criminologist. Becker viewed 
himself as an artist, musician, and a sociologist. He is retired and 
lives both in San Francisco and abroad. 


be called deviance. To the extent law reflects the values of that group, the behavior is labeled 
crime and the perpetrator a criminal. For advocates of labeling theory, this distinction is impor- 
tant because it emphasizes that those who engage in criminal behavior are not synonymous with 
those who are labeled criminal. Thus, the question of “Why do people become criminal?” 
becomes “How do people get reacted to as being deviant?” (Becker, in Debro, 1970, p. 167). 

The resettlement of Hurricane Katrina evacuees in the Houston area is a good example 
of differential group definitions and reaction. The police, knowing that many offenders had 
been released during the crisis in New Orleans and that they as well as other ex-offenders 
were now in their area, took aggressive steps to exercise and maintain control over the popu- 
lation. As the needy and homeless stayed on in the area, tensions grew and public resentment 
allowed the group to be defined as a problem. In short time, newspapers and other media 
outlets went out of their way to cover more stories about the evacuees, and headlines identi- 
fied all crime victims and perpetrators who were “Katrina-related,’ which became a euphe- 
mism for the city’s “crime problem.” 


Studying the Reactors 


Becker’s interest in organizations and careers was in large part responsible for his defining devi- 
ance from outside the actor (those who are reacted to). The point he made was that, while soci- 
ologists ordinarily begin their study of other occupations by insisting the entire organization be 
examined, the study of crime focused only on the criminal. The remainder of the “crime organi- 
zation” (the social audience and the criminal justice system) was ignored in favor of an isolated 
criminal. Becker noted he was merely following the occupational sociology approach: “I 
approached deviance as the study of people whose occupation, one might say, was either crime 
or catching criminals” (Becker, in Debro, 1970, p. 166). 

This concern of labeling gained impetus through the influential work of John Kitsuse 
and Aaron Cicourel (1963). They questioned the way criminologists use official statistics, 
especially the Uniform Crime Reports, in determining the amount of criminality in society. 
Their point was official statistics may not represent levels of criminality as well as they reflect 
the behavior of those who take the reports of crime and compile the statistics. They suggested 
official statistics were a better measure of who the police, and others, react to by arresting and 
initiating the criminal process. 


Labeling as a Result of Societal Reaction 


The labeling approach to deviance can be broken down into two parts: the problem of explaining 
how and why certain individuals get labeled and the effect of the label on subsequent deviant 
behavior (Gove, 1975; Orcutt, 1973). The former view of labeling is really that of asking what 
causes the label; thus, the label is a dependent variable whose existence must be explained. The 
classic statement of this focus is Becker’s: 


Social groups create deviance by making the rules whose infraction constitutes deviance, 
and by applying those rules to particular people and labeling them as outsiders [emphasis 
in original]. (1963, p. 9) 


This statement means that the act itself is not particularly important; instead, deviance is a 
product of others applying rules and laws to a presumed offender. In short, deviance is a result of 
the successful attaching of a label to people. By the creation of deviance, Becker meant rules, 
circumstances, characteristics of the individual, and reactions of those in the “audience” serve to 
separate those acts that are “deviant” from those that are not, even though they may appear as 
identical behaviors. It is not even necessary the behavior exist; what is important is the reactors 
believe in its existence. Thus, it is the reaction to behavior that creates deviance. The problem is 
to explain how outsiders, as Becker referred to deviants, are chosen and labeled. 

To explore this problem, Becker added to his discussion a typology of types of deviant 
behavior (1963, pp. 19-22). He considered whether a particular behavior was conforming or 
deviant and whether the reactors perceived the behavior as conforming or deviant. The resulting 
four types of deviant behavior were called falsely accused, pure deviant, conforming, and secret 
deviant. Falsely accused acts are those that either did not exist or were actually conforming, but 
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the audience reacted as if the acts were deviant. Both pure deviant and conforming acts are those 
in which the perception matched the reality of the act. Finally, secret deviant acts are those in 
which deviance had indeed occurred but the audience either ignored the acts or had not reacted 
as if they were deviant. Becker believed secret deviant acts are quite common. As important as 
these four types of deviance are, even more critical is the possibility that characteristics of people 
have something to do with which of the types would be used. 

This approach to deviance meant several facts about criminals needed explaining in a com- 
pletely new way. Those who were arrested were not equally distributed throughout our society, 
rather they were predominantly lower class, urban, young, and male. The new societal reaction 
school wanted to know why official agents reacted to these people more often than others. Their 
answers, exemplified by the earlier work of Garfinkel (1956), suggested some common factors 
are at work. The likelihood of reaction was greater if an individual were less socially powerful 
(age, social class), a member of a group with different values from the dominant group, or rela- 
tively isolated. Labeling theorists set about the process of determining how and why these types 
of people came to the attention of others. 


Labeling as a Cause of Deviance 


Labeling advocates were also concerned with the effect of labels on the person who is labeled. 
This aspect of labeling treats the label as an independent variable, a causal agent, which then cre- 
ates deviant behavior. There are two ways in which this may take place: (1) The label may catch 
the attention of the labeling audience, causing the audience to watch and continue the labeling of 
the individual; and (2) the label may be internalized by the individual and lead to an acceptance 
of a deviant self-concept. Either of these processes may amplify the deviance (Wilkins, 1965) 
and create a career deviant. 

Among the problems a label creates is a subsequent reaction. Individuals who have been 
labeled become more visible in the sense that people are more aware of them. This awareness 
often causes them to be watched more closely and, thus, a second and third discovery of deviant 
behavior is even more likely than the first time. Especially important is that those who are in 
deviance processing occupations (criminal justice agencies) closely watch individuals once they 
have come to the attention of their agency. In a sense, those labeled are the clientele of the crimi- 
nal justice system, and, like any other good business, the system keeps close tabs on its custom- 
ers. It is difficult for those once labeled, such as probationers, parolees, or ex-offenders, to escape 
the attention of this audience, and subsequent behavior is likely to be identified and relabeled. 

When the original label is more likely to be distributed among those with lower-class char- 
acteristics, this attention serves to reinforce the image of those individuals as deviants. People 
who are identified as “deviants” then have fewer chances to make good in the conventional 
world. This means conventional avenues to success are often cut off, and illegal means may 
become the only way left open. Thus, labeling advocates argue the lower class bears the brunt of 
the labeling process and is kept deviant through relabeling. 

Labeling theorists were also concerned with the way deviant labels were applied to youth 
who associated with delinquent peers even if they had not themselves committed any offenses. 
This courtesy stigma, as Goffman (1963) referred to it, meant that youth were cautioned to avoid 
this youth or that one because of the implied negative inferences from associating with someone 
who had already acquired a delinquent reputation. When your range of new associates is restricted 
this way, it is hard to change or readjust your priorities, which is something stressed in rehabilita- 
tive programming, particularly those that emphasize reintegration into the community. 

As an example, it appears one reason some people commit crime is because they have very 
few legitimate opportunities available to them to get a job, make money, and buy the things 
advertised on television. Young African—American males in many central cities of the United 
States have unemployment rates of 40 to 50%. There are few jobs, and no one will hire them. 
After being previously caught for committing a couple of thefts, one individual is arrested again 
and receives a prison sentence. In the overcrowded prison, there is little to do except work in the 
license plate factory. After being released, the individual’s opportunities for legitimate work have 
certainly not increased and have probably decreased. Employers who would not hire the indi- 
vidual before are even less likely to do so now. In short, there may be little for the individual to 
turn to except crime. 


Edwin McCarty Lemert (1912-1996) 


Edwin Lemert was born to working-class parents in Cincinnati in 
1912. He had a firsthand experience with deviant lifestyles when 
he ran away from home as a young teenager and, for a brief 
while, joined a traveling circus. Although his father did well 
enough in the insurance business, he regretted that he was a 
high school dropout and pushed his sons to earn professional 
degrees. Lemert’s grandfather had been president of a law school 
so it is not surprising that Lemert studied political science, 
majored in Spanish, and planned on going to law school before 
becoming interested in sociology. He received his A.B. from 
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Miami University of Ohio in 1934 and graduated from Ohio State 
University with a Ph.D. in sociology and anthropology in 1939. 
Lemert then taught at Kent State University, Western Michigan 
University, and the University of California at Los Angeles. In 
1953, he went to the University of California at Davis, where he 
founded the sociology department and taught there until his 
death in 1996. Lemert served as president of the Society for the 
Study of Social Problems (1972) and later received the American 
Society of Criminology’s prestigious Edwin Sutherland Award for 
lifetime achievement. 


A study by Richard Schwartz and Jerome Skolnick (1962) illustrates the criminogenic 
effect of a criminal label. They conducted a field experiment to examine the effect of a criminal 
court record on the employability of an unskilled worker. Four employment folders were con- 
structed with identical applications except for a record of criminal involvement. One applicant 
folder documented conviction and sentencing for assault. Another folder recorded a trial and 
acquittal for assault. A third folder also indicated trial and acquittal for assault but this time 
included a letter affirming the not guilty verdict from the trial judge. The final folder had no men- 
tion at all of a criminal record (Schwartz and Skolnick, 1962, p. 134). 

Twenty-five copies of each of the folders were created. These folders were presented by an 
employment agent to one hundred people hiring for resort hotel jobs in the Catskills. Reactions 
by the hotel employers were placed in one of two categories: a willingness to consider the appli- 
cant in any way and those who made no response or refused to consider the applicant. The results 
were only one employer expressed further interest in the convicted folder, three in the tried-but- 
acquitted folder, six in the tried-and-acquitted-with-letter folder, and nine in the no-criminal- 
record folder. While there are problems with the study, the labeling implications are clear: Not 
only does a criminal record help reduce employment opportunities but any suggestion of crimi- 
nal involvement may have a similar effect. 

At this point, we should add labeling is not all negative. The discussions of labeling in 
criminology are about negative effects because of the subject matter—crime and delinquency. 
Positive labeling also exists. Indeed, positive labels are actively pursued by all of us. Right now 
you are pursuing a number of positive labels, and one is probably a college degree. In other 
words, you are seeking a college degree for the status it provides and the image it projects to 
other people. Indeed, life is designed around labels. 


Lemert’s Secondary Deviance 


The second form of labeling effect, reflected in the work of Edwin Lemert (1951, 1967), sug- 
gests that, in addition to audience reaction, there is the possibility an individual will react to the 
societally imposed label. According to Lemert, in any population there is differentiation—there 
are people who deviate from the normal behavior and characteristics of the general society. This 
may be very noticeable or individuals may attempt to hide their behaviors. However, it is the 
societal or audience reaction to those deviations in some circumstances, while not in others that 
determines whether a person will be identified as a deviant. Because everyone is unique, indi- 
vidual responses to the society reaction will vary in sensitivity and vulnerability. This individua- 
tion, or personalized response, determines whether the internalization and adoption of that 
deviant role later occurs. This process is called secondary deviance.! In this instance, Lemert 
assumes the individual does not identify the initial act (primary deviance) as an important part of 
his or her self-image. If the original self-image is not strong enough, the labeled person may 
come to accept the image offered by others and change his or her self-image accordingly. The 
more often a person is labeled, the more likely it is this change will take place. 


l Edwin Lemert, prior to his death, reviewed this material for substantive accuracy. 
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Feedback is important to the process by which a new self-concept is internalized. Lemert 
describes the road to secondary deviance as branching from the original deviant act (primary 
deviation). Once this primary deviation occurs and is penalized, additional primary deviation 
may occur. If so, the normal process results in giving the individual stronger penalties and more 
negative reactions. Further deviation occurring at that point may find the offender transferring 
“hostilities and resentments” to those who are responsible for punishment. Subsequently, the 
offender’s behavior and attitudes exceed the community’s tolerance level and formal stigmatiza- 
tion takes place. An offender who reacts to the stigmatization and formal actions may then 
strengthen his or her deviant behavior. Finally, the offender may engage in what psychology 
identifies as a reaction formation (our words, not Lemert’s) and accept the stigmatized label as a 
new identity and social status, along with the role mandated by that identity. Deviance as a prod- 
uct of this new identity and role is called secondary deviance (Lemert 1951, p.77). 

In a sense, then, secondary deviance is gained through a trading back and forth until the 
labeled person finally accepts the label as a real identity. This often results in the person’s joining 
a deviant subculture with further deviance being the product of the subcultural lifestyle. That is, 
future forms of deviant behavior are a product of the new role itself. Deviance in its secondary 
form is quite literally created by the labeling process. 

A good example of secondary deviance is the case of a nursing student who was under 
tremendous pressure from her family who were paying her way to succeed in school. When she 
received a DWI (the primary deviation), her father threw her out of the house and told her she 
was on her own. Depressed by the familial rejection, she attempted suicide by cutting her wrists 
in the middle of a mall buffet restaurant (further deviance). The chain eatery pressed charges 
against the girl, and she was again arrested and placed in jail, under suicide watch. Her father 
came to the jail to get her out but she was afraid of his condemnation and angry at his betrayal, 
so she told the officer that if she was to be released to her father she would assault a staff member 
to remain incarcerated. As she was taken to the visitor/release area, she struck the officer until 
she was diverted into a psychiatric hold (secondary deviance). After serving time in a treatment 
facility, she was released, whereupon she committed suicide (further secondary deviance). 

In this case, it is easy to see that if it had not been for the DWI, and her family’s reaction 
to that label or status, this young woman might not have changed her self-concept and engaged 
in the behaviors that are secondary to the primary offense. Labeling theorists argue this sec- 
ondary deviance would not have occurred had it not been for the labeling process. Therefore, 
some criminologists (Schur, 1973) have suggested the best approach to reducing juvenile 
delinquency, and subsequent criminal behavior, is to do nothing when delinquent acts are dis- 
covered. This doesn’t mean that you do not charge someone with DWI, or respond to the sui- 
cide attempt at the mall. However, it does mean that less drastic reactions might help lessen the 
secondary effects on someone who is emotionally traumatized and get them the help that they 
need in a less stigmatizing fashion. 


Master Status and Retrospective Interpretation 


Two other important labeling concepts are those of master status and retrospective interpretation. 
Master status, as developed by Everett Hughes (1945) and Becker (1963), conveys the notion 
that there are central traits to people’s identities blinding us to their other characteristics. These 
traits can be separated into those statuses that are almost always the prime characteristics (master 
status) of a person and those that are important but secondary (auxiliary status) traits. Examples 
of common master statuses are one’s sex, jobs (as priest, as physician), and some forms of devi- 
ance (homosexuality). Where deviance is concerned, “criminal” is usually a master status. This 
makes it difficult for a person once labeled a criminal to be perceived as someone who may be 
trustworthy, even though the criminal act may have been an isolated one in the person’s life. 

A classic study of the mentally ill in institutions (Rosenhan, 1973) demonstrates master 
status concept. Several researchers had themselves committed to a mental institution by pre- 
tending to have some symptoms of schizophrenia. Thereafter, they acted normally. Interest- 
ingly, only the inmates detected that there was nothing “wrong” with the researchers. All of 
the researchers were released but with diagnoses of “schizophrenia in remission.” Apparently, 
the master status of being mentally ill is so powerful that it never goes away and is always 
lurking in the background. 


It is always easy to test examples of the effect of master status. Just ask your friends 
what they think of when they hear the name Bill Cosby or Lamar Odom. While Cosby was an 
award winning comedian and television icon, he later became stigmatized in a series of law- 
suits and criminal charges involving the drugging and sexual assault of at least 60 young 
women. Likewise, Lamar Odom, an NBA superstar was a member of two L.A. Lakers cham- 
pionship teams, and husband of reality television’s Khloe Kardashian all of which seem to be 
overshadowed by the more recent media coverage of a drug induced coma that he suffered in 
a Las Vegas brothel. Another recent example of master status is former two-term U. S. House 
Speaker and Republican Congressman, Dennis Hastert. The one time history teacher and 
wrestling coach is probably most well-known today for being what one judge called a “serial 
child molester” who violated a number of banking and financial reporting laws in his quest to 
keep accounts of payoffs related to his sexual abuse of young boys a secret. A 15-month fed- 
eral prison term was imposed in 2016. 

Unfortunately, victims can also inherit the effects of a “master status.” A Texas teen who 
was violently beaten and sodomized with PVC piping and left to die by a couple of young men 
he associated with took months to recover before testifying before Congress about hate crime 
laws. The youth recalled being humiliated about news coverage calling him the degrading “pipe 
assault victim.” Although he is said to have “rejected the victim tag,” he also admitted that 
“everyone knows that I’m the kid” (Hewitt & Murphy, 2007). Within a year, the young man 
would commit suicide by jumping from a cruise ship. 

Retrospective interpretation provides us with an idea of how identities can be recon- 
structed to fit a new label. Because the term “criminal” conveys a master status, it is difficult 
for people to understand how such a central fact about a person’s character was not there 
before the criminal act and the labeling. To resolve this inconsistency, a process of reexami- 
nation takes place, and past events and behavior are reinterpreted to fit the new identity. Thus, 
we think back to the past and see a criminal was there all the time. Retrospective interpreta- 
tion not only applies to people around the labeled person, but also to an official agency’s 
reinterpretation of the person’s records. 

We practice retrospective interpretation all the time. When the media reports of a college 
campus shooting spree, we dig through the past of the offender to find what may have indicated 
that a potential serial killer was there all along. Neighbors and former teachers recall that the 
youth seemed “troubled” or “depressed.” This raises doubts as to whether the gunman’s past 
really evidenced those behaviors or that the person recalling them has been influenced by the 
new knowledge that they now have about the violent rampage. Thus, the audience sifts through 
all their past information and memories to find images and pieces that they feel will fit the new 
label. A recent shooting rampage at an Aurora, Colorado, theater playing a Batman movie exem- 
plifies the process. At first, the media expressed frustration that those who knew the young gun- 
man found his actions inexplicable. Then, some acquaintances remembered some small past 
“issues” and the reinterpretation process unfolded as usual. 


CLASSIFICATION OF THE THEORY 


Because labeling can be viewed as both an effect and a cause (societal reaction and secondary 
deviance), there are two forms of labeling. Perhaps nowhere is the lack of a coherent theory more 
noticeable than in the attempt to classify labeling. Thus, we first provide a classification for the 
main thrust of labeling and then note any variation for other parts of the theory. 

Labeling theory is predominantly a processual theory because of its concern with the way 
labeling takes place. It does, however, have some elements of structure in its discussion of the 
types of individuals most likely to be labeled. Similarly, labeling is largely a classical theory in 
its emphasis on crime, law, and processing rather than on criminal behavior. While it is true that 
classical theory is normally a structural approach, labeling clearly is less interested in the crimi- 
nal act than in the rules and guidelines for reaction to that act. The individual comes into focus 
only when attention turns to the effects of the labeling process. Lemert’s version of secondary 
deviance suggests a return to positivist concepts with his explanation of how the labeling process 
causes subsequent deviant behavior. Here, the focus is once more on the individual actor. 

Other classifications are more straightforward. Labeling is clearly a variation of conflict 
assumptions rather than being consensus oriented. From its refusal to treat definitions of crime as 
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universal to its approach to explaining how reactions are distributed in society, the theory embod- 
ies cultural pluralism and value conflict. Finally, labeling is a microtheory. It focuses on the 
effects of societal reaction to the individual’s behavior. Even when there is discussion of the way 
in which authorities react to deviance, the emphasis is on the process of labeling individuals 
instead of on explaining how social structure creates labels. 


Summary 


Labeling theory is a combination of several theoretical threads. 
With its heritage in symbolic interactionism and a divergent 
group of theorists, the core essence of labeling is hard to find. 
At least two main thrusts are present. First, there is the concept 
of societal reaction. This component treats the problem of dif- 
ferences in reaction to deviance and focuses on the meaning of 
deviance to the audience. Second, there is the issue of second- 
ary deviance, the problem of what a label means, and does, to 
the person labeled. Both of these thrusts are compatible, yet 
they seem to suggest entirely different theoretical approaches. 

The effect of labeling theory on criminology has been 
substantial. Perhaps most important, it caused criminologists to 
question the middle-class values they were using in their 
descriptions of deviance and criminality. Researchers began a 
critical examination of criminal justice agencies and the way in 
which those agencies process individuals. The need to study 
deviant subjects as part of humanity rather than as mere objects 
(Matza, 1969), also began to impress itself on criminologists. 
Even such criminal justice movements as diversion owe a direct 
debt to the work of those involved in the labeling movement. 
Finally, labeling was the precursor of conflict theories and, 
thus, in one fashion or another, occupied criminology for more 
than a decade. 


MAJOR POINTS OF THE THEORY 


1. Society is characterized by multiple values with differing 
degrees of overlap. 

2. The quality of any individual behavior is determined only 
by the application of values. The identification of a 
behavior as deviant occurs through a reaction to that 
behavior. 


3. Deviance is a quality of the reaction and is not intrinsic to 
the behavior itself. If there is no reaction, there is no devi- 
ance. 

4. Once behavior is perceived by a social audience and 
labeled deviant, the individual who engaged in that 
behavior is also labeled deviant. 

5. The process of reacting and labeling is more likely when 
those labeled are less socially powerful than their audi- 
ence is. Thus, deviance is more commonly ascribed to the 
less powerful in society. 

6. Reactors (individuals, social groups, law enforcement 
agencies) tend to observe more closely those whom 
they have identified as deviants and therefore find even 
more deviance in those persons. Subsequent acts are 
reacted to more quickly and the label more firmly 
affixed. 

7. The audience views an individual, once labeled, as being 
what the label says he or she is. A person labeled as a 
criminal is perceived to be first and foremost a criminal; 
other attributes that are not covered by the label may be 
ignored. 

8. In addition to “becoming” a deviant for the audience, an 
individual may begin to accept the label as a self-identity. 
Acceptance of the label depends on the strength of the 
individual’s original self-concept and the force of the 
labeling process. 

9. A change in self-concept results in an internalization of 
the deviant character, with all its attributes. 

10. Further deviant behavior (secondary deviance) is a prod- 
uct of living and acting within the role of the deviant 
label, often as a part of a deviant subculture. 


Epilogue: Current Directions and Policy Implications 


CURRENT DIRECTIONS 


Labeling ideas have been incorporated into criminology as 
standard observations. Even so, additions and clarifications 
have been made to the earlier literature. Edwin Schur (1971), 
for instance, points out there are three “audiences” who react to 
deviance. First, the significant-other audience is a very impor- 
tant informal group because its members are those whom the 
individual is most likely to feel are influential. These people 
have substantial informal labeling power. Second, the social- 
control-agency audience is primarily made up of authorities. 
Not only do these people have formal labeling power, but they 
can also adversely affect the life of the individual. The final 


group is the society-at-large audience. These people are pri- 
marily important as a group with the ability to define good and 
bad and to stir the authorities into action. Schur adds each of 
these groups can have subgroups that have particular interests 
and, therefore, may be more important to some labeling pro- 
cesses than to others. Another source of labeling Schur might 
have added to the list is self-labeling. Some individuals are so 
socialized that their “conscience” provides an important source 
of their own labels. To a varying degree, probably all of us are 
capable of self-labeling. 

We should also note labeling has been heavily criticized, 
and some criminologists have suggested it has little evidence to 


back it up. These critiques are primarily based on the adequacy of 
research on labeling theory, and as with other theorieswe have 
discussed, there is some question whether the research has ade- 
quately tested labeling. Other criminologists have criticized label- 
ing for being too simplistic. In truth, there has been no complete 
statement of labeling, and the lists of propositions and statements 
are mostly derived from sketches put together by the critics them- 
selves. Labeling is potentially quite complex once one realizes it 
was meant as only one side of the deviance coin, the other side 
being the factors that go into creating the original act. Societal 
reaction by itself is exceedingly complex, and we have not yet 
fully introduced its intricacies into our studies of labeling. 

One of the best arguments for labeling is that the concept 
of labeling (not just negative labeling) is an important part of 
our lives. Another way to view labels is to call them “catego- 
ries.” By using categories for things, we do not have to deal 
with individual objects or events; instead, we can treat them as 
a type of object or event and react accordingly. Imagine the 
problems that would occur if you had to treat each chair, food, 
or person you encountered as a specific and separate object. 
Our brains (and those of other organisms) are probably designed 
to identify objects as members of categories to reduce the strain 
that would otherwise result. Labeling seems to come natu- 
rally—the question is how we categorize people and events and 
what effect that categorization process has on the way we view 
and act toward people. 

Some theorists have been working on more complex ver- 
sions of labeling theory. Responding to the problem that the 
theory does not handle mala in se crimes (naturally bad behav- 
ior) very well, Gary LaFree (1981) has attempted to update 
labeling in this direction. Larry Sherman (1993) has tied label- 
ing to criminal sanctions by using the concept of defiance. Dina 
Rose and Todd Clear (1998) have attempted an expansion of 
labeling from individual effects to community effects. Others 
(Braithwaite, 1989a; Grasmick, Bursik, & Arneklev, 1993; 
Grasmick, Bursik, & Kinsey, 1991; Scheff, 1988) focused on 
shaming, an obvious extension of labeling. While also found in 
the deterrence literature, shaming reflects the effect of self- 
labeling (or self-stigmatizing) or the effect of labeling-stigma- 
tizing by others. The concept of shaming is quite old, having 
been the basis of many older forms of punishment (the stocks, 
the “scarlet letter”). 


REINTEGRATIVE SHAMING 


The most elaborate of these perspectives is that proposed by 
John Braithwaite (1989a). He incorporates opportunity, subcul- 
tural, control, learning, and labeling theories to produce a the- 
ory that relies on the notion of differential shaming. Beginning 
with opportunity theory, Braithwaite notes that there are aspira- 
tions and means, both legitimate and illegitimate. For criminal- 
ity or delinquency to occur, blocked legitimate opportunities 
must be replaced by available illegitimate ones. With this back- 
ground, Braithwaite borrows from subcultural theories the con- 
cept of organization for learning and transmission of 
lawbreaking values. Here, he notes the contrast with social con- 
trol theory(see Chapter 11). Social control creates conformity 
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with the law, whereas differential learning and value transmis- 
sion create conformity with the subculture and nonconformity 
with the law. However, the direction an individual takes is not 
explained by these concepts; a “tipping point” is needed. 

Differential shaming is posited as that tipping point. 
Many forms of shaming are available both to conventional and 
subcultural groups. To the extent that an offender is exposed to 
shaming or anticipates shaming, a tipping point is reached. Two 
forms of shaming are presented: disintegrative shaming and 
integrative shaming. The former fails to reunite a shamed 
offender with the community or subgroup, thus resulting in an 
outcast status and greater deviance. The latter returns a shamed 
offender to the group with conciliatory gestures and separates 
the evil act from the character of the offender. The obvious pol- 
icy implications are that acts can be strongly sanctioned, but a 
reformed offender can be treated in a forgiving fashion. Since 
subcultures have power to shame (as does the conventional 
moral order), the theoretical problem is to overcome the sub- 
cultural effect by a network of communities operating under a 
reintegrative shaming modality. Braithwaite’s article on organi- 
zational crime (1989b) makes just such an attempt. Braith- 
waite’s approach has been popular enough to produce research 
and commentary since its development. 


GROUNDED LABELING 


Another extension of labeling has been suggested by Dario 
Melossi (1985) in what he refers to as a “grounded labeling the- 
ory.” Heeding a major criticism of critical theories, that there are 
no usable (or likely) policies to be generated from them, Melossi 
suggested that critical theorists return to their roots in labeling. 
In so doing, he proposed an integrated approach in which the 
motivation of an actor had to be set in the historical context of a 
society. The combination attempts to explain an act taking place 
for specific reasons and a reaction based on the audience’s con- 
temporary understanding of both the actor and his or her place 
in society. Further, the audience’s place in society is also crucial. 
To illustrate, lower-class individuals might commit acts out of 
frustration with their lack of ability to succeed in society. The 
reaction to their acts is governed by the degree of threat to exist- 
ing society represented by both the acts and the actors, and the 
necessity at that particular time and place to do something about 
the situation. If threat and situation necessity are high, the audi- 
ence will react strongly to the individual. 


LABELING AND SOCIAL ORDER 


Finally, Joseph Gusfield (1981) has attempted to integrate 
labeling as a force in the maintenance of existing social order. 
Using four types of labels, he examined each for its effect on 
social order. The first label, sick deviants, is given to those who 
are believed to have no control over their behavior and whose 
acts are so deviant that no normal person would have done them 
(such as mass murderers). Gusfield views this label as reinforc- 
ing social order by emphasizing the true abnormality of such 
behavior. This was seen in the media coverage of the grisly can- 
nibalistic murders committed by Jeffrey Dahmer. The second 
label, repentant deviants, also reinforces social order. People so 
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labeled are those who have been defined as deviant and are now 
apologetic for their actions. Such persons are characterized by 
their volunteer work with other deviants and by membership in 
such organizations as Alcoholics Anonymous. Social order is 
reinforced by their public and obvious remorse over their previ- 
ous behavior. Cynical deviants constitute the third label. These 
people exhibit an awareness of the deviant nature of their 
behavior but don’t care and exhibit no remorse. Common crim- 
inals are frequently seen as this type. Cynical deviants are a 
threat to the social order precisely because they flout rules and 
laws. The last label is enemy deviants. These people not only 
believe nothing is wrong with their behavior, but they also 
believe the rules of society are incorrect. Their obvious threat to 
social order is based on a combination of their flouting the 
rules and their attempts to convert others to their beliefs. What 
we do to people as we react to their deviance, then, depends on 
the type of label we give them. 


WHERE NOW? 


While no great resurrection of labeling theory itself is likely to 
occur, it is evident the concepts and ideas of labeling are being 
revived in a number of ways. Several theorists have used label- 
ing concepts in integrated theories and labeling suggestions 
about who gets processed by the criminal justice system and 
the harshness of sanctions have never really been out of fash- 
ion. Researchers have consistently examined these “extra legal” 
variables to explain differences in arrests, prosecutions, and 
sentencing. Of all these ideas, and based on reception by other 
criminologists, the most promising appears to be Braithwaite’s 
reintegrative shaming. Regardless of how it is used, based on 
the amount of research on, and reviews of, labeling during the 
past 10 years, it appears there is as much interest in labeling 
concepts as there was during the 1960s and 1970s. 


POLICY IMPLICATIONS 


As was the case with strain theories, it is easy to produce policy 
statements from labeling theory. Indeed, concepts from labeling 
theory were used to create major changes in policy, especially 
in the juvenile justice system. Policy implications fall within 
four general areas: diversion, due process, decriminalization, 
and deinstitutionalization (Empey, 1982, p. 409; Lilly, Cullen, 
& Ball, 1989, pp. 131-135). 

The first policy area, diversion, is a direct product of 
labeling’s contention that labels can cause future problems; 
therefore, they should be avoided if at all possible (Lemert, 
1971, 1981). If stigma is assigned to children because they are 
processed by the juvenile justice system, the obvious answer is 
to avoid processing them. In other words, divert them from the 
system. During the 1970s, diversion programs sprang up every- 
where, perhaps because of overcrowding in the system’s facili- 
ties. Children who would have been brought into the juvenile 
system were placed into informal programs outside of the sys- 
tem. The idea was to avoid records, stigmatizing labels such as 
“juvenile delinquent,” and making the children seem different. 
If it worked, the diversion movement would reduce future 
delinquencies and adult criminality. Most of the diversions 


were for less serious acts of delinquency, and rarely were they 
used for delinquents who were persistent offenders. 

Unfortunately, most of the evidence indicates diversion 
did not reduce labeling (the children simply received a different 
label), and the use of diversion seemed to increase the number 
of children brought into the control network (Austin & Kris- 
berg, 1981; Blomberg, 1980; Dunford, 1977). Indeed, the 
diversion programs were said to have created a “net-widening” 
effect—a larger net was being cast over undesirable juvenile 
behavior. Children who would have been dismissed from the 
system were now being placed in diversion. Some studies, 
however, found diversion was being honestly practiced, remov- 
ing children who really would have been processed by the sys- 
tem. Nonetheless, as Arnold Binder and Gilbert Geis (1984) 
observed, regardless of the honesty of diversion, the system 
cannot now do without the programs because it cannot other- 
wise absorb the cost and numbers of juveniles currently being 
diverted. In point of fact, diversion programs now are part of 
the official system of juvenile justice. 

Due process, or the problem of differential processing, is 
another by-product of labeling. Because labeling was concerned 
that characteristics of individuals might create different reac- 
tions, it was obvious those characteristics might influence for- 
mal processing. Critics of the juvenile justice system of the 
1960s charged that the justice being dispensed “in the best inter- 
ests of the child” resulted in unpredictable and discriminatory 
practices. Thus, they wanted the same legal protections in juve- 
nile systems that were found in adult criminal systems. Due pro- 
cess became a rallying cry, and by the mid-1970s most juvenile 
court proceedings were governed by due process considerations. 

Where decriminalization is concerned, juveniles were not 
the only focus. The early decriminalization movements cen- 
tered on status offenders juveniles who committed an act that, 
had they been an adult, would not have been illegal). Status 
offenders were brought before the juvenile court for offenses 
such as running away, staying out too late, and engaging in sex- 
ual behaviors. By bringing these children into the juvenile sys- 
tem, even into detention facilities, criminologists argued the 
children were not only being stigmatized but were learning 
truly delinquent behavior from those with whom they were 
placed. In the resulting “correction” of the system, status 
offenders were generally removed from the juvenile justice sys- 
tem and handed over to social agencies. 

Juveniles were not the only ones affected by the decrimi- 
nalization movement, however. Some criminologists, particu- 
larly Edwin Schur (1965), argued victimless crimes should not 
be a part of the criminal justice system. Some forms of so- 
called victimless crimes were indeed removed. By the mid- 
1970s, most jurisdictions had begun to place drunken and 
disorderly offenders in alcohol treatment facilities rather than 
in jail. Another example can be found in drug offenses. For 
instance, marijuana use has been the focus of a decriminaliza- 
tion movement for more than 20 years. This doesn’t mean the 
advocates of this position all want to legalize marijuana use; 
decriminalization literally means to remove it from the criminal 
law. Advocates argue that other forms of social sanctions may 
serve just as well to control drug use. 


Finally, labeling was behind deinstitutionalization poli- 
cies (Scull, 1977). The prolonged warehousing of the mentally 
ill was declared inhumane during the late 1960s. Except for the 
most serious of cases, mental patients were released from insti- 
tutions and placed in community outpatient facilities. There 
was no great upsurge of mental health problems, and the idea is 
a standard one today. Concerning the juvenile justice system, 
an even grander experiment was undertaken in Massachusetts. 
Jerome Miller (1991), the director of the juvenile institutions, 
decided the institutions were doing more harm to their wards 
than good. As a result, he ordered all the juvenile institutions 
closed. The predictions of dire results, as with the release of 
mental patients, again were unfounded. 

Labeling theory has clearly been quite popular at the 
policy level. Those in today’s criminal justice system, and 
particularly those in the juvenile justice system, routinely 


Questions and Weblinks 


Critical Thinking Questions 


1. Why is the definition of crime important to labeling theorists? 

2. How have changes in society views toward certain types of crimes 
changed the amount of negative labeling that is associated with 
them? Cite some examples. 


Practice Essay Questions 


1. Explain Becker’s typology of deviant behavior types and how they 
are dependent on how behavior is perceived. 

2. Distinguish between primary and secondary deviance using exam- 
ples of each. 


Related Websites 


https://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles 1/ojjdp/220595.pdf 
http://www.ted.com/talks/joel_burns_tells_gay_teens_it_gets 
better 
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worry about the implications of labeling. Some criminolo- 
gists have even suggested that just as labeling is a critical 
component of punishment, delabeling should also be under- 
taken. That is, we need a “coming-out ceremony” in which 
the previous bad label is exchanged for a new, good one (or at 
least a neutral one). Along these lines, John Braithwaite’s 
reintegrative labeling approach contains theoretical notions 
that assist the process of returning an offender to the com- 
munity. In this way, we might be able use a label to assist in 
punishment, yet diminish the problems associated with reac- 
tion to the label once punishment is over. Moreover, we have 
still to explore the policy implications of the emerging 
emphasis on shaming. A relatively similar approach, restor- 
ative justice, has become popular recently and evidence is 
currently being gathered on the various restorative justice 
programs sponsored by the federal government. 


3. Discuss any recent event where a celebrity has been relabeled after 
a crime and why social views of that person changed. 


3. What types of social policies and criminal justice system changes 
took place after labeling theorists drew attention to the negative 
aspects of stigma? 
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Conflict Theory 


LEARNING OBJECTIVES 


Objective 9.1: Describe the role of law and power in conflict theory. 
Objective 9.2: Explain what Quinney means by the social reality of crime. 
Objective 9.3: Discuss the roles that race and economics play in conflict in our society. 


Objective 9.4: Summarize the views of Marxist criminologists and their contributions to 
understanding conflict today. 


Objective 9.5: Describe the social policies that might be used to reduce crime and conflict 
in American society today. 


INTRODUCTION 


Criminological conflict theories emerged on the heels of labeling theory. Similar in some ways to 
labeling, conflict theories focus on the political nature of crime and examine the creation and applica- 
tion of criminal law. Although conflict theorist George Vold (1958) was writing at the same time as 
the early labeling theorists, his work attracted only mild interest. Perhaps because labeling was less 
politically oriented and therefore more acceptable to conservative criminologists, it was more popular 
than conflict theory until the 1970s. 

Conflict theories share one fundamental assumption: Societies are more appropriately character- 
ized by conflict rather than by consensus. This assumption allows several varieties of conflict theory to 
be viewed as if they were on a continuum. At one end, pluralist versions suggest society is composed of 
a myriad of groups, varying in size, and often temporary, all of which are struggling to see their interests 
are maintained in any of a number of issues. At the other end, class-conflict versions argue two classes 
are present in a society, both of which are attempting to dominate that society. 

Regardless of their position on this continuum of the number of groups and amount of power 
sought, conflict theorists view consensus as an aberration. That is, they see consensus as a temporary 
state of affairs that either will return to conflict or will have to be maintained at great expense. It is the 
use of power to create and maintain an image of consensus, then, that represents the problem to be stud- 
ied. Conflict theorists are less concerned with individual behavior than with the making and enforce- 
ment of law. Further, they are rarely concerned with the behavior of the offender. 


THE HERITAGE OF THE THEORY 
The Social Heritage 


The decade from 1965 to 1975 was a time of unrest in American society. After a period of optimism in 
the late 1950s and early 1960s, many people in the United States became disenchanted with their soci- 
ety. The success of the civil rights movement gave incentive to other “powerless” groups, such as women 
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and homosexuals, who marched for recognition and for equality in social opportunities. Even 
students protested their treatment at the hands of college administrators. 

The number of demonstrations against the Vietnam War grew in the years between 1965 
and 1968. Though protest had been viewed as a political tool for students and African Americans, 
it was soon adopted by others, including teachers, physicians, and members of the clergy. Despite 
its growing popularity as a means of expression, demonstration was still not seen as acceptable 
behavior; polls at the time showed some 40% of the public believed citizens have no right to 
demonstrate even peacefully (National Commission on the Causes and Prevention of Violence, 
1969, p. 23). The shooting of protestors at Kent State University epitomized the ambivalent atti- 
tudes held by many people toward protest. 

All these events were part of a mood among younger people that questioned the middle-class 
values of the United States. They often rejected the conventional lifestyles of their parents as being 
hypocritical and morally corrupt. As David Greenberg (1981, p. 4) points out, even criminal law was 
seen as a product of “the relative power of groups determined to use the criminal law to advance 
their own special interests or to impose their moral preferences on others.” People were discussing 
decriminalization of “victimless” crimes at the same time police were arresting civil rights workers. 
Finally, the political scandal of Watergate cast a shadow of doubt and cynicism on the morality and 
integrity of all aspects of American government. No longer did it seem there were merely a few cor- 
rupt individuals running a fundamentally sound government structure; instead, it appeared the struc- 
ture of government itself might be flawed. With a U.S. president implicated in governmental crimes, 
conflict theories seemed to be an obvious candidate for serious criminological consideration. 


The Intellectual Heritage 


Conflict theories developed, in a sense, as an offshoot of labeling. While they had their own 
intellectual roots in a variety of German social theories (those of Hegel, Marx, Simmel, and 
Weber, for example), it took labeling to prepare the way. Reacting to the events of the time, social 
scientists began asking questions about social and legal structures that labeling had largely 
ignored. The early statements of both Austin Turk (1964) and Richard Quinney (1965), for 
example, were directed to the notion of societal reaction. 

Even though conflict had not been popular, a smattering of conflict-oriented writing had 
appeared in sociology proper, and a Dutch theorist, Wilhem Bonger (1916), created an early theory 
of criminality by combining Marxist and psychoanalytic approaches. The most important impetus 
for the development of pluralist (i.e., oriented toward multiple groups) forms of conflict theory was 
the work of two sociologists, Lewis Coser (1956) and Ralf Dahrendorf (1958, 1959), who were the 
first to espouse conflict ideas as the McCarthy-era witch hunt for “communists” ended. Their writ- 
ings spurred sociological interest in conflict and enlarged the perspective in the 1960s. Meanwhile, 
the rising radicalization of academia in general revived interest in the earlier work of Marx, and 
some scholars began to apply Marxist theory to crime and legal structures. Perhaps nowhere in 
academia (at least for criminology) was this radicalized interest more expressed than at the School 
of Criminology at the University of California, Berkeley, which was to produce many of the 1960s 
and 1970s conflict/radical scholars in criminology (Schwendinger, Schwendinger, & Lynch, 2013). 


THE THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE 


There are many forms of conflict theory bound together only by the assumption that conflict is 
natural to society. Just as the theories of anomie, subculture, and differential opportunity could 
be grouped under consensus theory even though there are obvious differences among them, con- 
flict theory contains at least as many different approaches. Here, however, they are treated as one 
of two general forms: pluralist or critical-radical. This would seem to be a common approach 
since others have made a similar distinction (Farrell & Swigert, 1982; Gibbons, 1979; Sykes, 
1974; Vold, Bernard, & Snipes, 2001). 


The Pluralist Conflict Perspective 


The central concept of pluralist conflict theories is that of power and its use. These theories 
assume conflict emerges between groups (thus the term “pluralist”) attempting to exercise con- 
trol over particular situations or events. Thus, the conflict approach views social issues almost as 


though they were fields of combat with opposing armies fighting to see who will prevail and rule 
the land. As with armies, the matter of resources is a crucial one. It is the control of resources 
(money, land, political power) that provides the ability to successfully “fight” and to emerge vic- 
torious on a particular issue. 

These social issues may arise out of problems of everyday life, because of lobbying by 
some group, or through the regular business and political process. In each, decisions are made to 
take one course of action or another. Since several groups may have vested interests in the out- 
come of a decision, each will attempt to exert influence on its own behalf. Further, the amount of 
influence each group will have is a product of the resources the group has available. Power to 
affect decisions is, therefore, synonymous with having resources. 

An excellent example of power and vested interests can be seen whenever a state or federal 
legislative session opens. Different groups who would like laws passed, or who oppose the pas- 
sage of certain laws, hire people to lobby the lawmakers. These lobbyists attempt by persuasion, 
and sometimes bribery, to influence legislation. When decisions are made on the floor of the 
legislature, the vested-interest groups usually have had much more say in the making of a law 
than the citizens each legislator represents. 

Because power can be equated with resources, it seems evident that those who are higher 
up in the social class structure will be the more powerful members of society. Their influence 
in the making of social decisions, and their ability to impose values, will also be greater than 
those of the lower social classes. For conflict theorists, this explains the presence of a domi- 
nant middle-class value system in society. Similarly, the important statements of a society—its 
laws, for example—are bound up in middle-class values. This is so because, historically, the 
merchant class helped create the form of society we have today. We may now begin to ask 
whether the middle class has reached its peak of influence and some higher class is beginning 
to exert more control in society. 

Law itself represents a resource. If a group’s values are embodied in law, it can use that 
law, and its enforcement, to its benefit. The agents of law, in their enforcement efforts, perpetuate 
the values embodied in law and thus help keep in power those who already have power. Further, 
those who have values, or interests, opposing those of the “winners” find themselves in the posi- 
tion of being the most likely targets of enforcement agents. At this point, labeling theory dove- 
tails with conflict theory to produce an explanation of the reaction process by which the less 
powerful come to the attention of law enforcement agents. For example, the less powerful (or the 
“losers”) are stigmatized by the more powerful because of their opposition. Laws are then cre- 
ated or modified to enhance official reaction to the less powerful. 

A final point is implied in the relationship between the use of power and the creation of 
law. Since law embodies the values of those who create it, law is also more likely to criminalize 
the actions of those outside the power group. Put another way, people rarely object to their own 
way of doing things; thus, any objections are going to be to the behavior of others. Why should a 
group expend resources to have its values upheld if the results will be detrimental to the group? 
Obviously, then, power not only helps a group to create law in its own interest, but also serves to 
reduce the chances members of the group will be criminalized. When power is essentially equal 
between two groups, a give-and-take relationship can develop. The abortion issue provides an 
excellent illustration of this phenomenon. As the groups involved have gained or lost power, laws 
have been passed to restrict the activities of the other side. Thus, we have seen laws that prohibit 
blocking the entrance of an abortion clinic, and a Florida law made it unlawful for a pregnant 
woman to take drugs and thereby addict an unborn child. Three illustrative theories, characteris- 
tic of this form of conflict, are covered here. 

George Vold (1896-1967), in his 1958 criminology textbook, produced a theory emphasiz- 
ing the group nature of society and the various competing interests of those groups. He saw that 
“groups come into conflict with one another as the interests and purposes they serve tend to over- 
lap, encroach on one another, and become competitive” (Vold & Bernard, 1986, p. 272). More- 
over, group members become more loyal and tightly knit as conflict escalates. Vold argued groups 
had to be watchful of their interests and ever ready to defend them. Thus, a group is always 
engaged in a continuous struggle to maintain and improve its standing vis-a-vis other groups. The 
election struggles between the Republican and Democratic parties characterize this process. 
Another good example is each presidential administration’s attempt to control the interpretation 
of law by appointing members to the Supreme Court who share the president’s ideology. 
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From this viewpoint, Vold went on to discuss the presence of conflict in criminal law, writ- 
ing that “the whole process of lawmaking, lawbreaking, and law enforcement directly reflects 
deep-seated and fundamental conflicts between group interests and the more general struggles 
among groups for control of the police power of the state” (Vold & Bernard, 1986, p. 274). 
Finally, Vold observed that since minority groups lack the ability to strongly influence the legis- 
lative process, their behavior would most often be legislated as criminal. This criminalization 
then legitimates the use of the authorities on behalf of the more powerful group. In the 1920s and 
1930s, for example, the Federal Bureau of Investigation was used on behalf of large companies 
to help control labor unions. 

Austin Turk (1934-2014) is another conflict theorist who saw social order as a product of 
powerful groups attempting to control society.! This control is exerted by putting values into law 
and then by having the authorities enforce that law. Turk began his conflict work with an article 
in which he called for the study of criminality as opposed to criminal behavior (1964). Suggest- 
ing the only explanation for criminality would be found in the criminal law, he proposed the 
examination of criminal law and its relationship to a definition of criminal status. His original 
concerns were to specify the conditions under which an individual would be defined as a crimi- 
nal in an authority—subject relationship. He said crime is a status given to norm resisters whose 
perception of social norms and reality is inadequate to anticipate the result of their actions (1966). 
In other words, the less sophisticated the subjects are, the more likely their interaction with 
authorities will be characterized by conflict. Juveniles, for instance, have a higher probability of 
running afoul of authorities than adults do. 

This concept of authority—subject relationships remains important in Turk’s writings 
(1969, 1976). He sees as a fact of life that authorities must be dealt with, usually requiring a per- 
manent adjustment of the subordinate to the powerful. There are, according to Turk, two major 
ways in which control can be exerted over a society. The first is coercion, or physical force. The 
more a population must be forced by the authorities to obey the law, the more difficult it will be 
to control that society. Thus, a delicate consensus—coercion balance has to be maintained by the 
powerful members of society. 

The second form of control is much more subtle. This type is represented by the control of 
legal images and living time. The law itself can come to be seen as something that is more important 
than people. Further, there are two forms of law: the official list of undesirable forms of behavior 
and their associated punishments, and the established rules for processing people through the law 
enforcement system. A legal process that is fashioned in favor of the powerful provides a degree of 
subtle control. Control of living time, on the other hand, is a later concept developed by Turk (1976, 
1982). He notes that after a period of coercion, a society will adjust itself to new rules. As time goes 
on, the generation of people who were part of the old society will die out. The remaining people 
have experience only with the new society and thus are less likely to compare the new social order 
with the old one. When this happens, there will be little questioning of the rules of the new social 
order or, as Turk would put it, the relationship between authorities and the population (subjects). 

These comments lead to a variety of propositions about criminality. Higher crime rates 
can be expected when physical coercion is more common than subtle forms of control. Simi- 
larly, the greater the power of the controlling groups, the higher will be the rate of criminaliza- 
tion for the less powerful. Finally, if the less powerful are organized, then likelihood of conflict 
with the authorities will be greater, with commensurately higher crime rates. 

Richard Quinney, another of the major conflict theorists of the late 1960s and 1970s, began 
to question the definitions of crime and the legal process being offered by authorities. In a widely 
quoted book, Quinney (1970) presented his theory of the social reality of crime in six proposi- 
tions. While he was later to become a Marxist criminologist, this first conflict approach was of 
the pluralist variety and reflected on Vold’s conflict theory as well as social interactionist theo- 
ries. In truth, the theory was an integrative one that also incorporated concepts from differential 
association, social learning, and labeling. At the same time, Quinney began rejecting traditional 
ideas of science, particularly the idea that scientific researchers worked with data representing 
the real world. His argument was that reality is merely what we perceive it to be (this is also 
called “philosophical idealism”). 


' Prior to his death, Austin Turk reviewed and approved these comments on his work. 


Earl Richard Quinney (1934-) 


Richard Quinney was born in the midst of the Great Depression in 
1934. He grew up in rural Wisconsin and attended a one-room 
schoolhouse. He graduated with a B.A. from Carroll College in 
1956 with a dual degree in sociology and psychology. Almost 
drawn into an ill-suited career in hospital administration, Quinney 
finished his master’s and Ph.D. in Sociology. He taught at St. Law- 
rence University, the University of Kentucky, the University of New 
York, Brown University, Boston College, University of Wisconsin, 
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and, finally, Northern Illinois University, where he spent the larg- 
est portion of his career and retired as Professor Emeritus in 1998. 
His use of media imagery and challenges to the “Lone Ranger” 
mentality of American values assured his place in the popular 
radical conflict perspectives of his time. Quinney was awarded the 
American Society of Criminology’s prestigious Sutherland Award 
in 1984. In 2005, he founded and currently operates Borderland 
Books, a publisher of literary and craft books. 


Quinney viewed crime, as did labeling theorists, as the product of reaction. The reaction of 
most importance, though, is that of the legitimate authorities. These authorities not only react to 
behavior but also impose definitions of the types of behavior that can be defined as criminal. 
They do so by using political power to create and place into criminal law those behaviors to 
which they object. Those in lower-class positions are more likely to engage in objectionable 
behavior and, indeed, learn such behaviors from those around them. 

Crime, then, is the product of legal definitions constructed through the exercise of political 
power. But crime alone is not the entire picture. Just as crime is socially constructed, so is non- 
crime. That is, actions that are strikingly similar to illegal behavior are allowed through political 
definitions as desirable behavior. Both crime and noncrime definitions are spread through the 
media. With their pervasive effect, the media construct a social reality that certain actions are 
naturally crime and certain actions are naturally noncrime. Therefore, citizens tend not to think 
about the fact that definitions have been constructed for them. 

As an example of socially constructed reality, Quinney used the Lone Ranger radio pro- 
gram (1973). The ingredients of an outnumbered “hero” who always prevails, the pure silver 
bullets with which he brings down evil, and the moralistic tone of the broadcast are all illustra- 
tions of a media construction of good guys and bad guys. Similarly, we go from televised athletic 
events sponsored by beer (alcohol) companies to news programs decrying drunken drivers and 
drug-related crime. Quinney was attempting to paint these kind of images with the brush of a 
socially constructed reality to demonstrate crime is part of a society controlled by the powerful 
and, in turn, is used by the powerful as a method of controlling people in that society. Others 
have used Lone Ranger examples as well. Williams (1997), for instance, used the Lone Ranger 
example to point out the controlled social reality of criminological research. 

A final perspective that falls under a pluralist conflict approach is one originally devel- 
oped by Hubert Blalock (1956, 1957, 1967) as “power-threat” theory. Rather than argue the 
usual conflict point that wealth and class are the crucial ingredients in the making of criminal 
laws, Blalock suggested that it is race and national origin that are important. Noting the fact that 
whites are in political and economic control of the nation, he posed that challenges to white 
dominance would be met with political control and/or violence. This challenge, or threat to 
power, arises when a minority group becomes an increasing percentage of the local population. 
The group in power responds in three ways: by restricting the political rights of the minority 
group, by increasing symbolic forms of segregation, and by creating a threat-oriented ideologi- 
cal system. In short, discrimination increases as power-threat increases. Forms of discrimina- 
tion involve disenfranchisement (restriction of voting rights), criminal laws, and ordinances 
aimed at the minority group, and ideological values encouraging violence against members of 
the group. Darnell Hawkins (1987) revised Blalock’s original position by including the concept 
of perception of threat, thus removing the requirement that a group is actually increasing in 
percentage of the local population. The simple perception that this is so should be sufficient to 
initiate action by the power group. 


The Radical Conflict Perspective 


Even more difficult than capturing pluralist conflict positions with a broad stroke of the pen is a 
summary of the work of radical conflict theorists of the 1970s—1990s. Their positions range from 
political anarchism (Ferrell, 1993; Tifft, 1979) through Marxism (Chambliss, 1975; Platt, 1982; 
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Quinney, 1977; Spitzer, 1975) and economic materialism (Gordon, 1973) to value diversity 
(Pepinsky & Jesilow, 1985) and left realism (Young & Matthews, 1992). It is even difficult to 
determine exactly what to call these different approaches. Regardless of this variety, though, 
most of the current radical versions of conflict theory can be traced to the writings of Karl Marx. 

A preliminary version of radical conflict theories is characterized by the work of William 
Chambliss in the late 1960s and early 1970s. Chambliss became interested in the making of law 
and the process by which it was applied. His examination of the vagrancy laws in England (1964) 
exemplified the historical form of research the Marxist theories would use as evidence for their 
position. Documenting that the creation and changes in the vagrancy laws served to benefit the 
ruling classes, Chambliss focused on the importance of labor, resources, and control for the exist- 
ing social order. Indeed, these were all themes he touched on in a 1969 statement of an interest- 
group, rather than a Marxist-oriented, theory. 

In a 1971 publication entitled Law, Order and Power, with Robert Seidman, Chambliss 
began a Marxist analysis of the American criminal justice system. Chambliss and Seidman argued 
the ruling class controls the resources of society and uses law as a means of control. This class 
exercises control in two ways: By creating laws emphasizing the behaviors of the lower classes, 
the lower classes are criminalized, and by encouraging a myth that law serves the interests of 
everyone, the lower classes join in their own control. Chambliss and Seidman present their theory 
in a series of propositions that ultimately discuss the fact that each point of the criminal justice 
process favors the more powerful at the expense of the powerless. This statement served as a 
springboard for many analyses and conflict perspectives that followed. By 1975, Chambliss had 
turned his own theoretical commentary and analysis in a deeply Marxist direction. 


Marxist Criminology 


While Marx said very little about crime and criminals, many radical criminologists have adapted 
his general model of society to their explanations of crime. Marx saw conflict in society as 
being due to a scarcity of resources and a historical inequality in the distribution of those 
resources, notably power. This inequality creates a conflict of interest between those with and 
those without power. By the dawn of the Industrial Age, conflict had developed between two 
economic classes of society, the proletariat (the working class) and the dominant bourgeoisie 
(the nonworking owners of wealth). 

The main theme in this conflict of classes was that of control of the mode of production 
(the owning and controlling of productive private property). As the controlling class exploited the 
labor of the working class, a struggle developed. Because Marx felt a group’s position in society 
shaped its consciousness of that society, the working class was led to believe the capitalist struc- 
ture of society was in their interest (false consciousness). As members of the exploited class 
became aware of their true position and common interests, they would gradually join forces and 
initiate overt conflict against the dominant class. This conflict would take the form of a revolu- 
tion that would overthrow the ruling class and allow a classless society to exist in a socialist 
world without economic exploitation. 

Marxist criminologists, largely working during the 1970s, assumed that class struggle 
affects crime on three fronts. First, they have argued that the law itself is a tool of the ruling class. 
The definitions of crime found in the law are a reflection of the interests of the ruling class and 
serve to perpetuate existing concepts of property, which is the foundation of capitalism. At the 
same time, the behavior of the ruling class is generally not placed under the rule of criminal law 
(Michalowski & Bohlander, 1976) and, instead, if placed into law at all, is found under adminis- 
trative and regulatory laws. A belief in the validity of law deflects questions about its purpose 
and application and results in members of the working class policing themselves. Marxist crimi- 
nologists prefer to speak of law as a violation of more general human rights (Platt, 1974; 
Schwendinger & Schwendinger, 1970, 1972, 1977). 

The second major position of Marxist criminologists is they view all crime (in capitalist 
nations) as the product of a class struggle producing individualism and competition. The empha- 
sis on accumulation of wealth and property leads to conflict between classes and even within 
classes. Thus, the chase to get ahead “manifests itself in the pursuit, criminal or otherwise, of 
property wealth and economic self-aggrandizement” (Bohm, 1982, p. 570). Even violent crime is 
pictured as the result of the “brutal” conditions under which the working class must live (Quinney, 


1977, pp. 53-54). For the working classes, then, it is their exclusion from the mode of production 
that creates a social structure conducive to criminal behavior. Not all Marxist criminologists have 
been comfortable with this position, however. Greenberg (1975) and others have declared that 
explaining all crime as a product of the capitalist system is too unidimensional. 

Third, Marxist criminologists must deal with relationships to the mode of production as an 
explanation for crime. Richard Quinney (1977) and Steven Spitzer (1975) have discussed the 
problem of surplus labor in capitalist societies. Surplus labor guarantees wages will be low, but 
too large a surplus of labor may also cause problems. Spitzer (1975) lists five types of “problem 
populations”: (1) the poor stealing from the rich, (2) those who refuse to work, (3) those who 
retreat to drugs, (4) those who refuse schooling or do not believe in the benefits of family life, 
and (5) those who actively propose a noncapitalist society. As long as the problem group is rela- 
tively quiet and poses no immediate threat to the ruling class, there is little need to expend scarce 
resources on their control. Skid-row alcoholics are a typical group of this type, and Spitzer calls 
them “social junk.” If, however, the group is active, then it poses a threat to the ruling class, and 
controlling its members becomes important. These groups (political activists, criminals, and rev- 
olutionaries) are called “social dynamite” by Spitzer and they draw a disproportionate share of 
the control agents’ resources. 


Major Concepts in Radical Explanations of Crime 


Other than the elements already noted, radical and Marxist forms of criminological theory focus 
on five major concepts: social class and stratification, political economy, family disorganization, 
economic conditions, and surplus value. Social class is perhaps the most widespread concept, 
and it is found or implied in every other criminological theory as well. For radicals, social class 
is not simply one’s position in the social order but a part of the internal working of capitalism. 
The two classes (proletariat and bourgeoisie) are created by capitalism largely because they are 
critical to a capitalist economy. The primary ingredients of class are wealth, power, and prestige, 
and are important because they affect the life chances and socialization of individuals in society. 
Political economy uses the concept of class but widens the meaning to take in the entire eco- 
nomic structure. This includes economic institutions and economic structures, or the ways in 
which corporations, monetary systems, and Wall Street are set up and arranged for the benefit of 
the bourgeoisie. By creating economic inequalities, these structures contribute to social inequali- 
ties that, in turn, affect the relationships between individuals. For instance, Ray Michalowski 
says “inequality tends to increase crime by weakening the social bond” (1985, p. 410). 

Family disorganization is one of the products of inequality. Mark Colvin and John Pauly 
(1983) propose that inequality and social relations in the workplace produce varying attitudes 
toward authority. When workplace control is authoritarian, hostility and alienation develop. 
These workplace experiences are reproduced in other social relations, such as the family, the 
school, and the peer group. Negative workplace experiences generate disorganized families and 
undesirable environments for children. This happens because lower-class workers tend to be 
employed in organizations depending on control techniques that are utilitarian (use material 
rewards), inconsistent, and coercive (erratic and stressful). As parents, such workers learn the 
same patterns of control and pass them on to their children. In such surroundings, children are 
more likely to engage in delinquency, particularly serious and sustained delinquency. 

Economic conditions are also critical to many radical theories. Unemployment is among 
the most common of the factors assumed to be associated with crime. Quinney (1977, p. 149) 
expresses the relationship nicely: “Unemployment simultaneously makes necessary various 
actions of survival by the unemployed surplus population and requires the state to control that 
population in some way.” During periods of economic depression and recession, industry must 
reconcile a threat to its survival with downsizing its labor force. Such a move creates more con- 
trol over those workers who are retained but also creates a surplus group of unemployed workers. 
To keep these workers from becoming a problem for the capitalist economy, control is given over 
to the criminal justice system and prisons are used to warehouse those most threatening to the 
social order. In Spitzer’s terms, the problem is some of those unemployed will become social 
dynamite. The same problem holds true for workers displaced by technological innovation. Bob 
Bohm (1985) views the situation not as one of economic crises causing crime but of the capitalist 
system creating competition over scarce resources and promoting self-interest. The irony is that 
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the saving of labor costs by using the criminal justice system to control surplus labor also results 
in the expenditure of scarce resources. Certainly, the corporate world is concerned about the high 
cost and amount of crime. Less costly approaches to the problem are continually being sought. 

Finally, surplus value is the capitalist exploitation of the difference between the cost of 
production and the value of the product. If workers can be made to work longer for the same 
amount of money, or if they can be replaced by more cost-effective machines, the amount of 
surplus value increases. Not only does such a condition create unemployment, but it also creates 
underemployment, and many people barely manage to earn a living. Meanwhile, the value of the 
product increases. The combination of increasing marginal populations and increasing product 
value makes conditions particularly conducive to property crime. 


Left Realism 


After criticisms that much of the Marxist and radical theories were too simplistic, a new form of 
radical criminology emerged in the 1980s, characterized by the writings of Jock Young in Britain 
and Walter DeKeseredy in the United States. The British version seems to have been the product 
of radicals’ disenchantment with their ability to change and reform society and the exceedingly 
conservative direction of the ruling British Labour Party (see Young, 1992). This version takes to 
heart the problem of translating radical ideas into realistic social policy (thus the term “realism’’) 
and is similar to the grounded labeling theory proposed by Dario Melossi, briefly reviewed in the 
previous chapter. As the British version of left realism was coming together, Tony Platt (1985) 
was echoing similar thoughts in the United States, where opposition to the “get tough” policies 
and emphasis on crime control led to a search for alternatives. The central task of a realist crimi- 
nology is to make the perspective of practical use to policymakers without losing its critical edge. 
Indeed, realists feel the best contribution criminology can make is to concern itself with specific 
analyses of crime and crime policies. In so doing, they must take crime as a social problem seri- 
ously in a way that most radical criminology has failed to do. 

For the left realist, the “lethal combination” of relative economic deprivation and a market 
that encourages individual success creates not only a sense of unfairness and injustice (Young, 
1999) but also the tendency for those trapped in inner-city poverty to prey upon each other (DeKe- 
seredy, 2003; DeKeseredy & MacLean, 1991). This position represents a deviation from the 
Marxist view that all crime is a product of the capitalist system as realists recognize the presence 
of crime in socialist countries and posit crime is a real problem for all. Indeed, crime constitutes a 
net loss in the quality of life for all classes, and the most common victims of crime are the work- 
ing class. Thus, they embrace the idea that crime is a problem and work to assist victims. 

Rather than maintain the radical argument that the causes of crime are unemployment and 
poverty, a more complex explanation is offered. Trevor Jones, Brian MacLean, and Jock Young 
(1986) take pieces from both radical and traditional criminological theories and present four 
variables (the “square of crime”) in their explanation of crime: the victim, the offender, the state, 
and the community. Further, the explanation combines both macrotheory and microtheory in an 
effort to demonstrate the effect of structural variables on processes that affect individuals. 

Realists also believe crime control should be taken seriously, else the “right” will monopo- 
lize crime definitions and the criminal justice system. For instance, one realist proposal is to cede 
most control of local police to the community being policed. Realists have also embraced some 
traditional forms of research and policy. They have used surveys on victimization and fear of 
crime and have even examined local perceptions of the police. Proposals for policy initiatives 
have included community participation in the formulation of crime prevention schemes and vari- 
ous forms of short-term gains related to crime, such as increases in minimum wage, job training 
programs, and housing assistance. In one sense, left realists have one major goal: to emphasize 
“social justice as a way of achieving a fair and orderly society” (Matthews & Young, 1992, p. 6). 
And, finally, it should be noted that left realism is still with us and scholars are working to 
expand on earlier work (see, for instance, DeKeseredy & Schwartz, 2013). 


Anarchist Criminology 


As a radical theory, anarchism is different from Marxist thought. Anarchists are opposed to hier- 
archies in all their forms. That is, anarchist criminology views authorities as agents of domina- 
tion, serving one or several groups at the expense of others. Anarchists, then, defy all forms of 


domination, whether political, patriarchal, religious, or other. While the history of anarchy is 
much older, Larry Tifft (1979) created the first modern anarchist viewpoint within criminology 
and argued for a face-to-face form of justice. Few others wrote in this area until the publication 
of Jeff Ferrell’s Crimes of Style (1993). 

Ferrell argues domination is accomplished not merely through coercion but also through 
structures of knowledge, perception, and understanding. By this he means domination is the abil- 
ity to control the way in which we define something, come to view that thing, and understand 
how it exists. To the extent our reality is defined for us by others, anarchists believe we should 
oppose those others. As Ferrell says (1993, p. 161): 


Anarchism attacks these hierarchies of credibility, and seeks to dismantle the mythologies 
of certainty and truth on which they are built. It undercuts the taken-for-grantedness of the 
world, the reality which systems of authoritarian knowledge construct. 


An anarchist criminology, then, seeks to “demythologize” the concepts behind the 
criminal justice system and the legal order on which it is based. In its place, anarchists prefer 
a pluralist set of ideas and rationales. Indeed, they prefer ambiguity, a world in which things 
are somewhat uncertain and without concrete meanings and purposes. How then does society 
exist under anarchy? The answer lies in the reconstruction of a society that appreciates diver- 
sity and tolerance. Such a society is decentralized and based on collective negotiations of the 
way people relate to and live with each other. Problems are solved and control is exercised by 
agreements between people and the groups of which they are a part. Finally, anarchism itself 
must avoid becoming an accepted formula for social order. To do this, thought and action are 
deemed of equal priority, and humor is used to overcome seriousness and emerging authority. 
An anarchist criminology is a criminology in which people are responsible for living with 
other people, negotiating flexible agreements about how they are to behave, and collectively 
administering control measures. Existing social structure and authority are deemed too rigid 
and harmful to the quality of human life. 


CLASSIFICATION OF THE THEORY 


First of all, conflict theories obviously assume that society is conflict oriented, rather than con- 
sensus oriented. They also tend to focus on the political structure of society, especially the mak- 
ing and enforcement of law. Therefore, conflict theories represent a break with a positivist 
tradition of explaining criminality and, instead, return to many of the concerns of the original 
Classical School. Conflict theories are more classical and emphasize crime rather than crimi- 
nals. Yet at the same time, most criminological conflict theories share the positivist concern with 
explaining crime. They simply prefer that explanation be focused on the political and economic 
conditions of life. 

Because of their emphasis on political and economic structure, conflict theories rarely 
engage in discussions of the process by which criminal behavior is produced. This leads to a 
classification of the conflict approach to crime as a macrotheory. Clearly, it is the nature of soci- 
ety and its subsequent effect on social institutions rather than behavior that is to be explained. 
Where conflict theories approach processual issues, their concerns are similar to those of strain 
theories—how to shift the macrolevel effects of social structural to the individual level. 


Summary 
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The conflict perspective, whether pluralist or radical, has 
changed the nature of criminological theorizing over the last 
two decades. Most criminologists now acknowledge the pres- 
ence of conflict in American society, although they reserve 
judgment about the extent to which it affects crime. 

While it is difficult to characterize conflict theories 
because of their diversity (doing so is similar to discussing 
all consensus theories as if they were one theory), there are 


certain commonalities. First, of course, is the assumption that 
conflict is natural to society (Marxists actually argue conflict 
is unnatural but that it has almost always been with us). Sec- 
ond, resources are assumed to be scarce, or otherwise lim- 
ited, and possession of these resources conveys power over 
others. Third, competition for resources always exists. 
Fourth, it is in this competition and use of power that law and 
law enforcement become tools to gain and maintain position 
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in society. If a particular group gains control over enough 
resources and is able to maintain its position long enough, 
the conflict may result in a class system, with a ruling class 
and a subjugated class. 

Marxist theorists assume these basic points but add that 
modern capitalist society creates conditions of life conducive to 
crime. Indeed, it is this divergence from conflict theories in 
general that characterizes the Marxist position. Richard Quin- 
ney and John Wildeman, in the third edition of their work The 
Problem of Crime (1991, p. 78), provide an excellent summary 
of the Marxist conflict perspective. They locate four proposi- 
tions as the essence of Marxist criminology: (1) crime is best 
understood under the Marxist perspective, (2) crime constitutes 
more than the state definition of crime, (3) the state version of 
crime and other social harms are a product of the class struggle, 
and (4) crime represents the alienation of individuals by capi- 
talist social structures and institutions. 


MAJOR POINTS OF THE THEORY 


1. Conflict is a fact of life; society is most appropriately 
characterized by conflict. 


2. Resources, both physical and social, are scarce and there- 
fore in demand. It is the attempt to control these resources 
that generates the major portion of conflict in society. 

3. Control of resources creates power, and that power is 
used to maintain and expand the resource base of one 
group at the expense of others. 

4. Once a group achieves dominance over others, it seeks to 
use available societal mechanisms for its benefit to assure 
it remains dominant. 

5. Law is a societal mechanism that provides the group in 
power with strong means of control over other, less pow- 
erful groups. 

6. Laws are formulated so that they express the values and 
interests of the dominant group, and to restrict behavior 
common to less powerful groups. 

7. The application and enforcement of law leads to a focus 
on the behavior of less powerful groups, thus dispropor- 
tionately “criminalizing” the members of those groups. 

8. And for Marxist versions of conflict theory, the condi- 
tions generated under the capitalist political economy are 
the primary cause of political and economic actions that 
generate crime. 


Epilogue: Current Directions and Policy Implications 


CURRENT DIRECTIONS 


Conflict-oriented theories have now moved primarily to radical 
and ethnographic approaches. Radical theorists tend to focus 
on the way modern life is experienced by the public and the 
ways that crime control structures restrict those experiences 
while, at the same time, ironically setting the stage for the cre- 
ation of greater restrictions and poorer life experiences. These 
all translate into the creation of crime and more crime. 

Contemporary conflict theory is pursuing two generic 
avenues. First, the basic conflict propositions dealing with 
power differentials between groups and discriminatory pro- 
cessing have been the target of much research. Discrimination 
research has produced a large number of studies and at this 
point, the evidence is somewhat questionable. Some studies 
have found support for class, race, or gender discrimination and 
others have not. Indeed, depending on which studies one exam- 
ines and the critical way in which they are assessed, a case can 
be made for either side of the issue. 

Actually, two considerations are relevant to the argument 
and may help resolve some of the problems. First, the form of 
research design and mode of analysis are inextricably tied to 
the results and conclusions drawn from the various studies. If 
researchers use official data gathered by agencies in criminal 
justice system, there may be some question that these data rep- 
resent the actual behaviors of those who process offenders. 
Also, if the important variables are poorly measured, potential 
discrimination may be difficult to find regardless of the sophis- 
tication of the analysis (this was, and is, the case with much of 
the data available for racial profiling). Second, many conflict 
theorists might even argue the issue of discrimination is spuri- 


ous, that the making of laws is the important issue. If laws are 
made that have a discriminatory focus on certain groups in 
society, then those individuals can be arrested in large numbers 
and yet still be processed by criminal justice agencies without 
discrimination. Under this scenario, discrimination is still tak- 
ing place, but not on the processing level. Regardless of these 
concerns, though, there is no evidence that the issue is about to 
be resolved. 

The second general avenue being pursued is a group of 
related theoretical concerns that Jim Thomas and Aogan 
O’Maolchatha (1989) first characterized as a transcending of 
dominant social control ideas. They listed four areas in which 
radical and Marxist criminologists were making contributions. 
First, there is realist criminology. Second, a peacemaking crim- 
inology has developed and been implemented in the criminal 
justice arena as restorative justice. Third, feminist scholars have 
developed a new form of radical criminology based on gender. 
Fourth, a postmodernist (or deconstructionist) criminology has 
emerged from European philosophical and linguistic positions. 
Ray Michalowski echoes these sentiments while categorizing 
the various critical efforts differently. He sees critical criminol- 
ogy as working within broad social theories (feminism, politi- 
cal economy, poststructuralism, and postmodernism) and 
within “hybrid” theories such as anarchist criminology, consti- 
tutive criminology, cultural criminology, newsmaking crimi- 
nology, peacemaking criminology, and left realist criminology. 
The most recent concerns in this area are political criminality (a 
long-standing concern of Austin Turk, see for instance, Turk, 
2002) and environmental protection (see Arrigo & Lynch, 
2015; Burns & Lynch, 2004). 


Other contemporary areas for conflict research include 
analysis of police strength, funding and actions in predomi- 
nantly minority communities, perceptions and stereotypes of 
crime-prone or dangerous areas, as well as civil rights and pri- 
vacy intrusions by the government in the wake of perceived ter- 
rorist threats. Research on racial profiling, disproportionate 
minority confinement, felony disenfranchisement, three strikes, 
immigration, and capital punishment attempts to illustrate how 
poor, minority, and powerless groups are more likely to be sub- 
ject to the most extreme forms of law enforcement and punish- 
ment. Further, government has a vested interest in not being 
perceived as making mistakes in the sentencing of those judged 
guilty even after evidence to the contrary is uncovered (Edel- 
man, 2006; Gumbhir, 2007; Hipp, Tita, & Bobbess, 2009; 
Kieso, 2005; Markert, 2010; Miller, 2006; Noble, 2005). In 
short, all these areas are exploring different ways of examining 
the problem of crime, but at the same time all are attempting to 
develop conceptions that do not rely on traditional analyses of 
crime. Those who want to know more about conflict theory 
today will find that most of it now uses the “postmodernist” 
(see Chapter 15) or “radical” labels. 


POLICY IMPLICATIONS 


While radical theories appear to have had little effect on con- 
temporary law and policy, conflict theories in general have at 
least contributed to a greater concern with equality in the crimi- 
nal justice system. Earlier proposals for policy changes gener- 
ally followed a scheme for greater due process and the removal 
of barriers toward greater sharing in governance across race and 
gender lines. Today, however, radical criminologists are much 
more sensitive to the practical nature of policy. Policy changes 
that have been, or might be suggested, by radicals generally 
involve two approaches: resolving economic inequality and 
resolving social inequality. For instance, increasing the mini- 
mum wage, providing free education, and changing income tax 
to a progressive version would all presumably reduce economic 
inequality and thereby reduce crime. Elimination of race, gen- 
der, or age discrimination, or increased civil rights would pre- 
sumably reduce social inequality. Some of the programmatic 
ideas from these two generic approaches include Head Start 
being made available to all children who are at risk of growing 
up uneducated and health services (and mental health services 
as well) being provided to all children at risk of disease and 
emotional trauma (a central point of national health care laws) 
as well as laws that make it possible for undocumented immi- 
grants to obtain drivers licenses. Family support programs 
should have a greater governmental commitment—particularly 
in the areas of domestic violence and child abuse. Programs to 
fight drug use should be reevaluated, and a greater share of 
resources given to treatment-oriented, nonpunitive models. 
Randall Amster (2004) uses a conflict perspective to help 
explain how the homeless and street people of Tempe, Arizona, 
are marginalized and criminalized by laws and regulations in 
support of business and wealthier segments of the urban popu- 
lation. Theorists such as Amster want students to go beyond a 
focus on how laws, like a ban on sitting or loitering on side- 
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walks, affect the homeless and appear to protect businesses. 
They point out that attention should be paid to how that same 
law might be used to restrict protesters and activists who want 
to call attention to causes in a public forum. In the same way, 
Jeff Ferrell (2006), researching the underground trade of 
“dumpster diving, trash picking, and street scavenging,” would 
argue that ordinances and aggressive enforcement of laws 
against such activities fit a conflict interpretation of capitalist 
interests. The entire notion of recycling and living off yard sale 
and discarded items is a threat to the throwaway model of con- 
sumerism promoted by and crucial to the U.S. economy. 

Concerning white-collar crime, policies supported by 
conflict theorists would include allocation of more resources to 
regulatory agencies fighting corporate and occupational crime, 
requirements for codes of ethics in corporations, and the teach- 
ing of ethics courses in business schools. One of the policy suc- 
cesses of conflict theory from the 1980s to around 2000 was 
the initiation of programs for investigating and prosecuting 
white-collar crimes. However, after 9/11, the shift of attention 
and funds to security issues and the priority of Homeland Secu- 
rity almost wiped out the FBI’s white-collar crime program. In 
many areas of the business sector, the inattention to ethical con- 
cerns resulted in the painful economy created by the recent 
Great Recession. In a recent example, the Justice Department 
and the EPA have filed a civil lawsuit, and is considering crimi- 
nal charges against VW for perpetrating an environmental 
hoax, namely installing software that would falsify emissions 
readings and appear to be environmentally friendly when in 
fact, it was not. Boosting sales on lies about its fuel perfor- 
mance may cost the company, which is uniquely government- 
related in Germany, VW now faces up to $45 billion in fines in 
this country alone (Smith & Paroloff, 2016). 

On the broadest scale, conflict theorists would also 
encourage a redefinition of crime to include most cases of harm 
inflicted on society. Radical criminologists have proposed pro- 
grams to eliminate racism and sexism in the criminal justice 
system and in society at large. They have argued for increased 
employment opportunities and enhanced skills training for 
large sectors of the population, as well as reductions in social 
stratification and inequality. As noted above, those writing in 
the area of green criminology have suggested several policies to 
reduce harm to the environment. Other conflict theorists have 
even called for the abolition of corporations as a way to reduce 
inequality and criminality (Tombs & Whyte, 2015). 

Policy directions, then, are available under conflict and 
radical theories, and some of these theorists are quite sensitive 
to practical application. The emergence of the left realist move- 
ment, for example, was expressly tied to a concern for applica- 
tion of theory at the local and neighborhood levels. As a final 
comment, even though there is an emerging discussion of pol- 
icy in this area, there are a number of radical criminologists 
who are concerned with the way mainstream criminologists are 
moving toward engagement in crime policy. For those inter- 
ested in these critiques, they can usually be found under the 
heading of “public criminology” (see especially the special 
issue of the journal Radical Criminology, and the editorial by 
Jeff Shantz, 2014). 
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Questions and Weblinks 


Critical Thinking Questions 


1. Is conflict normal in society and, therefore, is crime a natural and 
expected product of our way of life in America? 

2. Discuss some of the laws that appear to be differentially enforced 
by the criminal justice system today. Why do you think this occurs? 


Practice Essay Questions 


1. Discuss how the conflict aspects of earlier theories led up to the 
conflict theory of the 1960s. 

2. What are some of the concepts and ideas used in contemporary crimi- 
nological theory that have been borrowed from the work of Karl Marx? 


Related Websites 


http://critcrim.org/ 
http://www.historyguide.org/intellect/marx. HTML 
http://critcrim.org/files/MythsThatCauseCrime.pdf 
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Gender-based Theories 


LEARNING OBJECTIVES 


Objective 10.1: Discuss why feminist theories are also considered conflict theories. 


Objective 10.2: Define the social feminist concepts of paternalism, sexism, and chivalry and explain 
how each is used in the theories of this chapter. 


Objective 10.3: Explain how parenting roles influence delinquency according to Hagan’s power- 
control theory. 


Objective 10.4: Discuss the concept of economic marginalization and why it is central to most 
feminist perspectives. 


Objective 10.5: Describe what is meant by the “gender gap” in crime data and how it may differ 
according to various offenses. 


INTRODUCTION 


The gender theories comprise a diverse group of perspectives that specify gender as a critical variable in 
understanding crime. On the whole, they are designed to sensitize scholars to the relative “invisibility” 
of women in the field (in terms of offenders, workers, victims, and scholars). The perspective critiques 
the traditions of a patriarchal (male-based) society that empower males and subordinate females in vir- 
tually all social interaction that matters. The most important point for virtually all feminist perspectives 
is males fail to understand the importance of gender and sex roles in society. Thus, the creation of alter- 
natives to traditional male-based theoretical positions is an essential part of feminist criminology. 

Although we are oversimplifying here for convenience, the gender perspective has two basic 
functions. One serves to criticize traditional male, androcentric (male-centered) approaches to study- 
ing crime and the traditional operations of the criminal justice system. The second function is the 
development of gender-sensitive interpretations of deviance and a consideration of the nature of female 
criminality. Among these interpretations are a number of major works making up what is characterized 
as feminist theory. By analyzing and evaluating events through female perspectives, it is assumed a dif- 
ferent view will emerge of personal conflict, crime, and crime prevention. Indeed, many feminist crim- 
inologists focus on the intersection of social class, race, ethnicity, and sexual orientation with gender in 
an attempt to understand and highlight gender differences in crime. 


THE HERITAGE OF THE THEORY 
The Social Heritage 


Although we have previously discussed the cultural and social climate of the 1960s and 1970s, 
there are a few things still worth mentioning in the context of feminist theory. The civil rights 
movement did more than sensitize some of the public to discriminatory practices affecting 
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minorities; people began to realize females were also being treated unequally. One’s gender 
became the subject of equal opportunity discussions and females ultimately fell under the 
equal opportunity statutes. The women’s liberation movement was instrumental in bringing 
feminist issues to the surface and “women’s lib” became a commonplace term. New maga- 
zines were devoted to the topic (e.g., Cosmopolitan) and many of society’s cultural elite ban- 
died the topic around. Television news shows and commentaries often reported “women’s 
lib” issues. At the same time, criticism of government policies and emergent radical discus- 
sions served to highlight an overall sense of who was in power and who was being dominated. 
As minority groups began to get their discrimination message across, feminist concerns 
joined in the fray. A constitutional amendment guaranteeing equal rights (“ERA”) was passed 
by Congress in 1972 but has failed in ratification, short three states, where it remains today. 
By the beginning of the 1990s, female themes had become so prevalent that catering to “the 
female vote” was intrinsic to national political campaigns. 


The Intellectual Heritage 


With the social turmoil, conflict-based theories became popular in academic circles. Because of 
their emphasis of power relationships, it was merely a matter of time before conflict theory dis- 
cussions turned to the issue of gender. Indeed, the first gender-based article in criminology 
(Klein, 1973) was born out of a radical orientation. Even as late as the 1980s, a general mood of 
critique (and some degree of uneasiness about the dominant positivist model) in the social sci- 
ences contributed to, and was reflected in, feminist theorizing. In the 1980s, women’s studies 
programs began to grow in universities and by the end of the decade had become commonplace. 
Feminist issues became part of the academic landscape. With that base, treatment of gender 
issues flourished and gender scholarship moved into virtually all academic disciplines. And this, 
perhaps more than anything, is the core intellectual heritage of feminist theory—it is not based in 
the traditional academic disciplines but is truly interdisciplinary. 

The first of the modern gender-based perspectives on crime attempted to explain female 
criminality rather than offer a gender-sensitive approach to crime in general. Because of a 
lack of explanations of female crime, these perspectives were received with interest. With the 
advent of the feminist movement in the late 1960s, social observers began following changes 
in the role of women in society. By the mid-1970s, it appeared substantial changes were 
under way, and two criminologists, Freda Adler and Rita James Simon, proposed new theo- 
ries of female criminality. 

Liberation/masculinity perspectives argue that as the gender gap narrows, the behavior, 
both legitimate and illegitimate, of women and men will become more alike. In Sisters in Crime 
(1975), Freda Adler developed the idea that changes in female criminality are the product of 
changes in the social roles of women in our society. This is an explanation of female crime based 
on the women’s liberation movement. American society has grown progressively more receptive 
to women in the work force, and women have gained greater freedom. According to Adler, as 
women assume more assertive positions in society and adopt more traditionally “male” roles and 
statuses, they will experience a masculinizing of their own behaviors. This process will result in 
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Freda Adler was born in 1934 and received her bachelor’s, mas- 
ter’s, and Ph.D. in sociology at the University of Pennsylvania. 
Adler taught for many years at Rutgers University, where she 
helped to launch one of the first schools of criminal justice. She 
was elected President of the American Society of Criminology 
(ASC) in 1995 and was named a Fellow in the ASC in addition to 
many awards from the United Nations and criminological societies 
and organizations worldwide. Dr. Adler also served as a faculty 
member of the National Judicial College and a Visiting Fellow at 
Yale University. She received the Founders Award, the Fellow 
Award and the Bruce Smith, Jr., Award from the Academy of 


Criminal Justice Sciences (ACJS). She is Professor Emeritus, School 
of Criminal Justice, at Rutgers University. Dr. Adler is also a Fellow 
of the Max Plank Institute of Foreign and International Law and 
Criminology (Germany) and is a Permanent Representative to the 
United Nations of the Centro Nazionale Di Prevenzione E Difesa 
Sociale. Adler has received a number of distinguished awards 
including the Herbert Block Award of the American Society of 
Criminology, the Founder's Award of The Academy of Criminal 
Justice Sciences, the first Distinguished Alumna Award of the 
Department of Criminology, University of Pennsylvania, and the 
Fellows Award of the Academy of Criminal Justice Sciences. 
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women committing more traditional male crimes, such as violent crimes and white-collar crimes. 
The rate of female crime will also increase (Adler, 1981). Her theory is frequently referred to as 
the Liberation Theory of Female Criminality. 

While Adler’s ideas are logical and intriguing, research has yet to find much support for 
her position (Radosh, 1990; Steffensmeier & Steffensmeier, 1980). For example, Stephen 
Cernkovich and Peggy Giordano (1979a, 1979b) looked at delinquent activity and attitudes sup- 
porting “women’s liberation” and failed to find a relationship. Instead, they found juveniles with 
the most liberated attitudes were less delinquent. 

Rita James Simon (1975) presented a variation on this approach that focuses on opportu- 
nities available to females. She argued that the nature of female criminality has been molded 
by the social, familial, and occupational structures of the lives of women. Consequently, 
changes in the traditional roles of women are also a key to the hypothesis that, over time, 
women will be involved in more employment-related crimes. Instead of focusing on changes 
in the personal roles of women in society or on the consideration of behaviors as either femi- 
nine or masculine, however, this perspective simply looks at the opportunities women have 
available to participate in crime. Simon argues, in the past, limited participation in the labor 
force blocked women’s access to opportunities to commit crimes such as fraud, embezzle- 
ment, and grand larceny. For example, as clerks and tellers, women in business and banking 
were too closely supervised to steal successfully. As women move into the ranks of executives, 
managers, and accountants, however, it was expected that they would gain greater access to 
more covert theft opportunities. Indeed, several of the targeted executives of energy giant 
ENRON’s fraud network were women. 


THE THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE 


While there are still many unanswered questions about the role of gender in crime, there is little 
doubt that significant attention is now paid by researchers on the issues of female criminality. In 
fact, as Steffensmeier and Allan claim, “much more is known about gender and crime than is 
known about age and crime or about race and crime” (1996, p. 460). Although there is no one 
unified theory that explains female offending or the nature of differences in male and female 
offending, similar themes run through the various theoretical contributions to feminist criminol- 
ogy. The most common elements of our contemporary feminist perspectives are explained in the 
sections that follow. 


Social Traits and Feminism 


Feminist perspectives on crime developed in criminology the same way the feminist view came 
to literature, art, politics, and science: one writer, one artist, one astronaut, and one Presidential 
candidate at a time. Books such as Henrik Ibsen’s A Doll’s House, Kate Chopin’s The Awaken- 
ing, and Virginia Woolfe’s A Room of One’s Own highlighted the struggle of women coming of 
age in a society rooted in paternalism, chivalry, and sexism. These social traits have become the 
cornerstones of several different approaches to studying female criminality. 


PATERNALISM Patriarchal (male-based) power relations are central to understanding the way 
we define and study crime. The roots of patriarchal power in our social system are dominant 
enough to explain why women are more likely to be victimized in the home, and by friends and 
intimates, than outside the home and by strangers. Paternalism suggests females need to be pro- 
tected for their own good. A paternalistic society is organized around independence for males and 
dependence for females. A good example can be found in a Washington Task Force Report explor- 
ing sentencing schemes for sexual offenders that seemed to suggest that cases involving husbands 
and fathers who abuse their wives and children (Lieb, 1996) deserved less punitive responses. The 
Task Force seems to imply that family member victims favor treatment over confinement, and are 
inconsistent in their demands for punishment. Such ideas, it can be argued, diminish the harms of 
dominance and oppression within the family and focus resources on high profile but less common 
incidences that perpetuate stereotypical images of stranger predators. Meda Chesney-Lind (1981, 
1987, 1988a, 1988b) also argues paternalism is the major reason female juveniles are detained 
much more frequently for status offenses. The court was “protecting girls for their own good.” 
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A number of researchers have also argued that women as caregivers seem to benefit from 
the court’s paternal reluctance to separate children from their mothers (Kaukinen, 1995; 
Kramer & Ulmer, 1996). Examining sentencing guidelines, Koons-Witt (2002) found that 
women with dependent children received more community alternative sentences than women 
without dependent children. 


CHIVALRY The notion of chivalry is tied up with old conceptions of a “damsel in distress” 
needing to be rescued and protected as well as being put on a pedestal and venerated by men. In 
the criminal justice system, chivalry implies that attitudes toward female offenders may account 
for differential processing and more lenient treatment. At each discretionary step from arrest to 
sentencing, women may benefit from the belief that males “just don’t treat ladies badly” and 
thereby receive more favorable dispositions. If police routinely chose not to arrest women, then 
female crime rates would appear to be quite low. If the system were to reduce its practice of chiv- 
alry, there would be a false perception that female criminality is increasing. 

There is evidence chivalry does, indeed, exist within the criminal justice system, although 
the practice of chivalry appears to be complex. In form, it often involves stereotypical expecta- 
tions that only some female offenders may appear to meet. As Mallicoat (2007) found, girls were 
less likely to be considered criminally dangerous, which may account for less serious outcomes 
in the process although they also had poorer relationships with their family, and they were more 
likely to have run away, which may influence the decision to place them in detention facilities. In 
an analysis of immigration cases, Gill, Kagan, and Marouf (2015) found that chivalry appeared 
to be in play for female litigants facing panels of all male judges. Outcomes were significantly 
better for these women than those who appeared before mixed-gender panels and better than 
those of male litigants facing all male panels. On the other hand, Tillyer, Hartley, and Ward 
(2015) found that while women with less serious offender histories were treated more leniently 
in court than their male counterparts, the effects of chivalry were negated when women’s crimi- 
nal history scores were higher. Similarly, MacDonald and Chesney-Lind (2001) found that girls 
received harsher treatment in the later stages of court processing than did their counterpart males. 

In a series of studies, Daly (1989a, 1989b, 1994a, 1994b) found substantial evidence that 
females were treated more leniently than males by the criminal justice system. However, as the 
most current studies have indicated, race, socioeconomic status, family, and work circumstances 
as well as perceptions of parenting suitability may interact with gender to influence disposition 
decisions. In a meta-analysis of sentencing studies from 1991 to 2012, Bontrager, Barrick, and 
Stupi (2013) found that while female offenders still appear to have benefited with less serious 
sentences than male offenders over their study period, the latest studies have not produced the 
same type of disparate outcomes. 


SEXISM Sexism refers to a wide range of attitudes or practices that function to produce inequal- 
ity between the sexes. The persistence of stereotypical images, roles, and barriers based on gen- 
der are a form of bias or discrimination that may be addressed legally or through various avenues 
of social action. 

In the criminal justice system, controversies arise over the type or lack of responses to 
crimes that disproportionately impact women such as stalking, sexual assault, domestic violence, 
and dating violence. Recent revisions of the Clery Act under the Violence Against Women Act 
(VAWA) have compelled college campuses to now track and report as well as construct policy 
statements on the outline procedures to be followed to ensure that victims fully understand their 
rights and options. 

Likewise, after a national study by USA Today uncovered thousands of untested rape kits 
languishing in evidence rooms across the country, the paper’s editorial board condemned the lack 
of attention and sloppy handling of so large a group of “demoralized” victims (USA Today, 
2015). Subsequent to the public outcry over this neglect, millions of dollars poured into the effort 
to address the backlog in rape kit testing, from the White House and state’s attorneys to private 
philanthropists, a reaction that appears to indicate changes in public attitudes about crimes that 
feminists argue have been historically overlooked and under prioritized. 

Another change that appears to address traditional sexism in the justice system is the 
movement toward Safe Harbor Laws that allow juveniles and a disproportionate number of teen 
girls to be provided treatment and services instead of prosecution for prostitution resulting from 
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homelessness and living on the streets. Shifting the image from one of a prostitute, to that of a 
victim of sexual trafficking, and child sexual abuse is essential, many argue, for protecting youth 
and reducing crime. Current police data indicate that over three-quarters of juveniles arrested for 
prostitution are female (Fahy, 2016). 


Contemporary Theories of Female Criminality 


EXPLAINING THE GENDER GAP The fact that women appear to commit far fewer and less 
serious crimes than their male counterparts has been referred to in the literature as the gender- 
gap. The discrepancy noted in official data sets between the sexes in the rates of specific crimes 
and rates of serious crime can be tracked in order to observe the narrowing or widening of this 
gender gap over time. 

Theorists studying the gender gap propose a number of possible explanations for the nar- 
rowing, or the perception of narrowing of crime rates between men and women. One is that 
women are changing behaviors and expanding their repertoire of possible actions or responses to 
violence or strain, to include criminal conduct. This may take place because of newer social 
definitions of acceptable or “masculinized” roles, and also because exposure to poverty, vio- 
lence, and limited life opportunities may prioritize responses that ensure survival. These 
responses include criminal options (McShane & Hsieh, 2014). Second, is the theory that it is 
outside forces, policies, and social control mechanisms that are changing. In this context, police- 
or other official responses to the actions of women are more likely to label and process activities 
as crimes than in years prior (Schwartz, 2013). This would include the mandatory arrests of both 
parties in domestic violence cases. Finally, it is also noted that in some instances, the crime rate 
of women does not significantly change, but that reductions in male offending, while female 
offending holds constant, acts to narrow the gap in rates of certain crimes. 


ANALYZING OPPORTUNITY The opportunities for women in illegitimate markets may expand 
over time as well. Although women had little if any access to organized crime activities through- 
out the early 1900s other than through prostitution and brothel operations and as “social acces- 
sories” to a rising network of Prohibition-oriented criminals (Smith, 2015), there is some 
indication that the gender gap in criminal enterprises may be narrowing. As an example, in 1993, 
Italian police captured a key figure of one of the major branches of organized crime, Rosetta 
Cutolo. Although her prominent place in the organization was initiated by her brother, the 
founder of the gang, she was allegedly responsible for arranging the murder of a prison warden 
and the car bombing of a rival. The newspaper pointed out that seven of 32 leaders arrested from 
this organized crime gang have been women, and that the Camorra gang has “offered more equal 
opportunities for women than the Cosa Nostra, its Sicilian cousin” (Montalbano, 1993). Like- 
wise, Anderson (2005) argues that women perform a number of functions central to the drug 
economy. The arrest of a female drug lord in Mexico received considerable attention as tales of 
her rise to power with seduction and deception generated folk legends, a YouTube video, and a 
massive federal investigation. Sandra Avila Beltran, officials say, was head of a family-run drug 
cartel, united Columbian and Mexican traffickers, and romanced a number of kingpins (Rodri- 
guez, 2007) until her capture. Still, she managed to elude authorities much longer than many of 
her male relatives who were also leading drug smugglers in the area. 

Recent accounts of female suicide bombers in terrorist activities worldwide appear to be 
less about opportunity and more about oppression and subordination. With limited roles in social 
activism and suffering from the loss of family members to violence, young women are particu- 
larly vulnerable to the pressures of participating in ethnic and political conflict. It is suggested 
that the young girls participating in recent Nigerian bombing attacks may have little awareness of 
the seriousness of their actions and their consequences. After being kidnapped and raped by 
Boko Haram militants, brainwashing may be responsible for any apparent terrorist inclinations 
(Searcey, 2016). Those who have escaped have led authorities to conclude that remote detonators 
may be used and that girls may be misled about the lethality of the tasks they are forced to under- 
take. So for some alleged women terrorists, there are no real opportunities in crime, and more of 
the struggle to survive. 

As with masculinity or liberation approaches, there is little evidence of any significant 
impact on female criminality generated by changing opportunity structures apart from some 
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anecdotal accounts as described above. It appears that the lower-class females who are most 
likely to engage in crime have had very little increase in opportunities. In a sense, Simon’s theory 
could be called a theory of middle-class female criminality, and there is some question whether 
substantially greater opportunities exist or, if they do, whether female participation in white- 
collar crime has increased. 


THE CONCEPT OF ECONOMIC MARGINALIZATION In contrast to opportunity approaches, 
Clarice Feinman (1979, 1986) and Ngaire Naffine (1987, 1994) argue that it is the absence of 
real meaningful opportunities for women that lead to increases in crime. Despite the strides 
made by some in many areas of the business market, a significant number of women remain 
underemployed and underpaid. This is supported by statistics showing that the bulk of female 
offenders are either unemployed or concentrated in a “pink-collar ghetto” where pay is low and 
work is unrewarding. Other evidence of economic marginalization can be found in figures that 
show female offenses are mostly oriented toward petty property crimes. Such crimes seem to 
indicate a rational response to the poverty and economic insecurity of the lower class. And, if 
race and depressed earnings are in any way correlated, then minority women will be overrepre- 
sented in the marginalized and incarcerated population, as Gilbert (1999) found in her study of 
African American women. 

Examining both part-time employment and poverty, Parker and Reckdenwald (2008) con- 
cluded that where there were increases in the percentages of women working part time, there was 
an increase in female property crime arrests. Where there were increases in the percentage of 
women who lived below the poverty level, there were increases in violent crime arrests for 
women. Similar results have been found in studies where economic marginalization is correlated 
with women committing homicide as well as robbery and aggravated assault (DeWees & Parker, 
2003; Steffensmeier & Haynie, 2000; Whaley & Messner, 2002). 


Gender-based Theories of Criminality 


Unlike theories explaining only female criminality, gender-based theories use the role of gender 
in explaining criminal and delinquent behavior of both males and females. John Hagan’s power- 
control theory, while not a feminist theory, is an integrated theory that is feminist informed. We 
include it here because gender is the most critical component of the theory. Feminist theories are 
also incorporated in this section. For two reasons, we doubt justice can be done to the perspec- 
tive. First, too little space can be devoted to it, and second, there is still little agreement on the 
various directions of feminist criminological theory. We discuss this in greater detail in the next 
sections. (For those interested in reading about feminist criminology in greater detail, we suggest 
five excellent sources: Burgess-Proctor, 2006; Kruttschnitt, 2013, 2016; Miller & Mullins, 2006; 
and Renzetti, 2013.) 


POWER-CONTROL THEORY The work of John Hagan (1989a, 1989b) and colleagues in Struc- 
tural Criminology (1989b) brings together a conflict-oriented theory with social control versions 
of family relationships to present a “power-control” theory of gender and delinquency. Hagan 
argues power relationships in larger society, especially in the workplace, are reflected in the fam- 
ily. In short, the relationships one learns in the work world, the methods of establishing authority 
and dominance over others, are carried home to the family. Members of different social classes 
experience different power relationships and therefore construct different family relationships. 
Similarly, because workplace relationships vary by gender, males and females experience differ- 
ent roles, expectations, and values. The combination of social class and gender experiences cre- 
ates structured family relationships that help explain the social distribution of delinquency. As 
Hagan (1991, p. 130) puts it, the “social reproduction of gender relations” describes the way 
gender role traditions are maintained, particularly through parenting and socializing children. He 
argues that family class structure not only defines the way gender is perceived and utilized within 
the family but also impacts experiences with delinquency. 

The critical components of gender relations in the patriarchal family, as they relate to 
delinquent behavior, include the way in which delinquency is defined, the amount and type of 
control parents exercise over children, and gender preferences for risk taking. First, delinquency 
(and criminality) reflects activities that are potentially fun, exciting, and pleasurable. All these 
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are stratified by gender in the larger society such that males have greater access. Therefore, 
females are not as free to search out ways that lead to behaviors associated with delinquency. 
Second, reflecting the gender differences in the work world, males are less controlled and domi- 
nated than females are. This control is reproduced in the family, and females receive greater 
control than do males. Control can be achieved through close parental relations and domination, 
both of which are applied more thoroughly to females. Third, the form of control exercised over 
juveniles affects their preferences toward risk taking. Males are allowed greater freedom in both 
pleasure-seeking activity and in parental control; thus, they develop more taste for risk taking. 
Finally, because delinquency is allied with risk taking, delinquent behavior is stratified along 
gender lines, with males being more likely to commit delinquent acts. 

Power-control theory then predicts the more patriarchal the family structure, the greater is 
the gender gap in delinquent behavior between sons and daughters. On the other hand, a more 
egalitarian family will reproduce relations that lead to sons and daughters participating more 
equally in delinquency. A final note from power-control theory is worthwhile. Because the gen- 
der roles in delinquency are shaped in the family by reflection from the workplace, power-control 
theory offers a potential explanation of the effect of the changing occupational roles of women. 
Clearly, as women gain more employment opportunities, or opportunities of a different nature, 
we should expect the gender distribution of delinquent behaviors to shift. 


BROADER CONSTRUCTIONS OF POWER In contrast to Hagan’s emphasis on parents as power 
“brokers,” others interpret power relationships more broadly to include a wider variety of social 
practices, motivations, and needs that define gender, including surviving tragedy and hardship, 
making friends, and experiencing sexual intimacy (Bottcher, 2001). Another power-oriented 
theory, this one proposed by James Messerschmidt (1986, 1987, 1993, 1997, 2004), views sex, 
race, and class as created by social structure. By this, Messerschmidt means that a social struc- 
ture defines the ways in which sex, race, and class are perceived and socially constructed. Once 
those perceptions are created, the next issue is how people do those categories—that is, how 
people in those roles act and interact according to their defined category. The social structure in 
a capitalist society helps determine these roles through economic competition and the validation 
of a white, male-dominated, patriarchal system. Typical “street” criminality, then, is a product 
of powerlessness for females and lower-class, nonwhite males. On the other hand, male power 
is also implicated in white-collar and corporate crime and sex crime. Messerschmidt is aware 
power can vary by role. For instance, a male may exercise power as a husband, while being 
powerless as a factory worker (1997, p. 9). Thus, he views masculinity and femininity as a fluid 
construct and crime as “structured action.” Some research is beginning to emerge and is on the 
whole supportive (Chua, 2015). 

There is a recent similar perspective that seems to show promise. Using institutional ano- 
mie theory, Applin and Messner (2015) have argued that the institutional structure is essentially 
gendered. In short, what is characterized as the dominant social organization is male-oriented 
and experienced differently by females. This dominant social organization serves to reduce eco- 
nomic opportunity for females and promote economic dominance for males. They postulate that 
this order serves to create crime and gender roles (and opportunities) in crime. 


THE FEMINIST AGENDA: FIVE PERSPECTIVES FOR CRIMINOLOGISTS Over the last 20 years, 
a growing body of literature has accumulated that represents feminist perspectives on crime and 
criminology. There is, however, no single feminist criminology. Approaches vary in how to 
develop a gender-sensitive perception of the problems and solutions for studying crime and jus- 
tice. Perhaps mirroring the evolution of traditional criminological theory, feminist theorists have 
now developed a typology of specialized perspectives (liberal, radical, Marxist, socialist femi- 
nism, and postmodern). This development has been applied to criminology, and attempts have 
been made to summarize existing criminological work into these perspectives (Daly & Chesney- 
Lind, 1988; Danner, 1989; Moe, 2007; Radosh, 1990; Simpson, 1989, 1991). An examination of 
this literature is important because of the growing popularity of both gender-based work and 
work that incorporates feminist conceptions of gender. 

Despite early enthusiasm for the hypothesis that there is a link between liberation and 
crime, as we have noted, meaningful research support never materialized. Sally Simpson (1989) 
speculates the quest may have even distracted researchers from examining more productive vari- 
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ables such as economics, class, and opportunities. While Simpson believes the earlier liberal 
(quantitative and mainstream academic) contributions are now being answered with more radical 
critiques, she looks forward to work that emphasizes qualitative, historical, and more subjective 
approaches. In the face of debate about the precise role of the feminist perspective, writers such 
as Kathleen Daly and Meda Chesney-Lind (1988) call for integration of feminist thought in all 
areas of criminology. Mona Danner (1989) believes socialist feminism in particular, with its 
emphasis on the overlapping effects of class, race, and gender, will serve to strengthen critical 
criminological thought. In a recent article, Kathleen Daly (1997) identifies three major move- 
ments in contemporary gender scholarship as “class-race-gender,” “doing gender,” and “sexed 
bodies.” She notes they critique each other and believes the discourse to be healthy. Finally, there 
is debate on whether to incorporate feminist thought into existing criminological theories or to 
throw out the old theories and begin fresh. 


Liberal Feminism Perhaps the first feminist perspective in criminology, liberal femi- 
nism focused on gender discrimination (Chapman, 1980; Datesman & Scarpitti, 1980; Fein- 
man, 1986) and women’s liberation. The general notion was that females deserve equal 
treatment in the criminal justice system. Concepts of paternalism and chivalry were the main- 
stay of liberal analyses. Gender-based laws were questioned, and criminal justice processing 
was examined for discriminatory and harmful practices. Perhaps as much as anything, liberal 
feminists challenged the way girls and boys are socialized into different roles in society. 
Females were said to have power in the domestic or private world and males to have power in 
the public world. Liberal feminists denounced the private/public division and demanded public 
power as well. This led to challenges of personnel policies and hiring in the various system 
agencies. The presumption was that, as females were more fully integrated into the work force, 
justice would be more evenly dispensed and discrimination would decrease. In addition, the 
work of Adler and Simon on liberation and opportunities characterizes liberal feminist crimi- 
nology (Daly & Chesney-Lind, 1988, p. 507). 


Radical Feminism While not exclusively so, the rise of radical feminist criminol- 
ogy is a product of two factors: the emergent radical criminology and a critique of liberal 
feminism. Its primary focus is on the way in which power is constructed and dominated by 
males in society (Chesney-Lind & Morash, 2013; Chesney-Lind & Pasko, 2013; Dobash & 
Dobash, 1979; Smart, 1976, 1979, 1990, 1995). Rather than focus on roles, radical feminism 
deals with the way in which the capitalist economic system fosters crime through the cre- 
ation of a patriarchal and sexist society. Patriarchy defines women as subjects, with men 
having the right of control. Sexism defines the value of women in terms of the family (unpaid 
housework as natural) and gives men control over reproduction. Thus, men generate legal 
concepts, such as marriage, that define women as property and de-emphasize the signifi- 
cance of assault on women (marital rape, domestic violence). Obviously, the radical femi- 
nist agenda include changes in legal definitions of crime and the introduction of more 
gender-sensitive laws. Even more important, however, is the ability of women to exercise 
control over their own bodies and the restructuring of family relationships to eliminate male 
domination. And, as do the liberal feminists, radical feminists also want to eliminate the 
private/public division in gender roles. 

Unlike some liberal feminists, however, radical feminists do not believe women’s libera- 
tion will increase female crime rates. Dorie Klein and June Kress (1979, p. 89) claim “if the 
women’s movement develops a class analysis of women’s oppression, and a program around 
which working class women can be organized, then we may witness a decrease in women’s indi- 
vidualism, self-destruction, competitiveness and crime.” Radical feminist theories of crime, then, 
suggest liberation can result in lower crime rates for women and should even precipitate a 
decrease in male violence against women. 


Marxist Feminism Ironically, early radical and Marxist theorists (including Marx him- 
self) never addressed female criminality. Indeed, in many cases, crimes committed by females 
have been expressly excluded. In keeping with the general Marxist position, Marxist feminists 
see the capitalist system as exploiting subordinate groups (often based on race and gender) for 
capital production (profit). The emphasis on production and labor in Marxist thought results in a 
feminist focus on the sexual division of labor, which is literally a caste rather than a class 
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(Radosh, 1990). Females are relegated to labor positions with little value and low occupational 
status. Further, acquisition and disbursement of capital is primarily restricted to males, with only 
token female participation. As a result, Polly Radosh (1990, p. 113) describes the sexual division 
of labor as “the epitome of economic inequality.” Crime, then, for women has two primary 
sources: a threat to the current distribution of property and a threat to the sexual division of labor. 
Under Marxist feminism, this explains why women are most frequently arrested for property 
crimes and sexually-oriented offenses. 

Another primary focus for Marxist feminists is the status of women in the work force 
(Daly & Chesney-Lind, 1988). Females are viewed as secondary sources of labor, or as a surplus 
work force. This marginalization of their worth results in women being heavily dependent on 
males, or in the absence of a male in the family, dependent on welfare. The anger and frustration 
of such a position is another cause of crime. As should be evident, the theories produced by 
Marxist feminists follow the radical and Marxist conflict approaches discussed in Chapter 9 and 
differ primarily in their inclusion of gender issues. Gender, however, is secondary to the concept 
of class in Marxist feminist analyses. 


Socialist Feminism Uniting radical and Marxist principles, socialist feminism identi- 
fies the oppression of women as a symptom of the patriarchal capitalist system (Danner, 1989). 
It considers criminality to be a product of the class-based system, and its discussions of female 
criminality are usually confined to property crimes. The social distribution of crime is derived 
from relationship to both the production domain and the reproductive, or family, domain. Both 
domains are equally important. Patriarchal, capitalist society creates groups with different 
positions and opportunities in society. Females are exploited by the capitalist patriarchal sys- 
tem both for their labor and for their sexuality. James Messerschmidt (1986) notes crimes by 
powerless people reflect their resistance and accommodation to their position in society. 
Because of the way social organization is structured by gender, males commit crimes reflect- 
ing resistance and females commit crimes characterized by accommodation. In other words, 
males are most likely to commit violent street crime, whereas females are most likely to com- 
mit property and vice crimes. 


Postmodern Feminism The most recent of the feminist perspectives, postmodernism 
shares with other nonfeminist versions an examination of meanings, in this case of gender within 
the criminological framework (D’ Unger, 2005). For these scholars, gender is the critical issue 
and crime is a secondary problem. Perhaps an alternative title for this work is more telling: gen- 
dered lives. The argument is that gender (not biological sex) is the single most important variable 
in the way humans react to each other (see Bottcher, 2001, for a discussion of the gendering of 
social practices). By situating illegality in the daily lives of women, the relativist nature of that 
illegality is explored along with the relative nature of the different gender roles. Postmodernists 
argue that there is no absolute and objective truth, so the meaning of illegality will vary and mul- 
tiple truths particularly about the oppression of women (Burgess-Proctor, 2006). Moreover, the 
nature of gender and crime shifts along with ethnicity, social status, and age. Prior life experi- 
ences also have an effect in determining the meaning and motivation of women’s behavior, par- 
ticularly when those experiences are of a negative form, such as racism, molestation, or rape. 
Thus, postmodern feminists are sensitive to the complexity of women’s lives and the situated 
meanings of illegality for them. 


CLASSIFICATION OF THE PERSPECTIVE 


Because there are so many variations of gender theory, there is no accurate classification system. 
For the same reason, we have not prepared a list of the major points of the theory; it would con- 
tain so many caveats as to be useless. Some generalities, however, may be drawn. 

On the whole, gender theories may be considered structural theories because they attempt 
to explain differences in rates of female crime or differences between the crimes of males and 
females. We can also, with reasonable accuracy, classify gender-based theories as conflict ori- 
ented. Most of these theories have also attempted to explain crime from a determinist perspec- 
tive, but conflict-oriented theorists resist the idea that conflict theories have anything in common 
with positivist theories. However, newer versions of feminist thought tend to share with post- 
modernism a rejection of the positivist approach. 
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POLICY IMPLICATIONS 


Many of the changes that gender-based theories would introduce into crime control policy are not 
directly focused on crime. The general assumption is that reform of society to eliminate patriarchal 
domination would result in improved conditions for all, and that crime would lessen as a by- 
product of those improvements. Therefore, policies designed to equalize relationships between the 
genders are critical. Under the various feminist perspectives, this means increasing the role of 
women in most spheres of life, particularly the public ones. Feminists would provide greater access 
to educational opportunities, modify economic structures perhaps by strengthening and enforcing 
child-support measures, address teen pregnancy, socialize (or elevate the importance of) child care, 
eliminate or modify marriage laws, and emphasize the importance of gender relations in general. 
They expect the results of such changes to reduce social images of competition with and owner- 
ship of others, decrease aggressive behavior, and bolster self-esteem. Crime would then be affected 
in smaller numbers of female property and sexual offenses and a lessening of violence among 
males. Under power-control theory, policies would focus on relationships in the family (much as 
with low self-control theory), and children would be socialized in a more egalitarian fashion. 

Unfortunately, the overlapping problems of race, class, and gender that affect young 
women in the criminal justice system seem to propel them into complex cycles of victimization 
and offending. Researchers often argue for interventions that would allow more restorative 
approaches to justice and more therapeutically oriented resources. Alternative homes and resi- 
dential treatment centers appear to be suggested by findings that not only do young women 
express relief at being removed from turbulent or abusive homes (Gaarder & Belknap, 2002) but 
also parents are more likely to seek out-of-home placement for delinquent girls than boys (Krause 
& McShane, 1994). 

Overall, gender-based theorists seek to sensitize males and females to the biases and ste- 
reotypes underlying gender roles in society. Such agendas are often found in rape crisis centers, 
domestic abuse shelters, the multicultural/gender diversity programs found in educational insti- 
tutions and in business seminars on sexual harassment. And, perhaps as important as any of the 
programmatic efforts, the victims’ rights movement reflects many gender concerns and is the 
most extensive policy direction in criminal justice today. 


Questions and Weblinks 


Critical Thinking Questions 


1. What issues seem to define the feminist agenda and what advances 2. How would you explain the gender-gap in crime data? Compare 
and changes in society have contributed to successful achieve- your answer to the explanations offered in this chapter. 
ments in these areas? 3. Why do you think that crime theories in the past have ignored or 


minimalized the role of women in crime? 


Practice Essay Questions 


1. Describe some of the ways feminist theories differ from tradi- 3. Briefly define what is meant by economic marginalism and how it 
tional criminological theories. is related to crime in feminist-based theories. 

2. Explain how the concepts of sexism, paternalism, and chivalry 
might be evident in the criminal justice system. 


Related Websites 
National Organization for Women Women in the Criminal Justice System 
www.now.org/issues/ www.sentencingproject.org/issues/women/ 


; ; 7 www.aclu.org/women-and-criminal-justice-system 
National Women’s History Project & J y 


www.nwhp.org Girls and Delinquency 
www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles 1/0jjdp/226358.pdf 
http://www.ojjdp.gov/policyguidance/girls-juvenile-justice-system/ 
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Social Control Theory 


LEARNING OBJECTIVES 


Objective 11.1: Explain why delinquents use techniques of neutralization and how they work. 


Objective 11.2: Describe policy changes and programs that would be supported by social control 
theories. 


Objective 11.3: Summarize the various bonds that Hirschi felt operated to provide social control. 
Objective 11.4: Discuss Durkheim’s view of social control. 


Objective 11.5: Compare and contrast the concepts of inner and outer containment and how they 
work to prevent deviance. 


INTRODUCTION 


As the popularity of labeling theory began to wane and conflict theory moved toward more radi- 
cal perspectives, control theory began to appeal to conservative criminologists. Although cer- 
tainly not new, the term “control theory” refers to any perspective that discusses the control of 
human behavior (Empey, 1978). Among their various forms, such theories include explanations 
based on genetics, neurochemistry, sociobiology, personality, and environmental design. Social 
control theories attribute crime and delinquency to the usual sociological variables (family 
structures, education, and peer groups, for example), thus their approach is different from other 
control theories. 

Despite differences in the way social control theorists explain criminal behavior, they all 
share one basic thought. Rather than asking the typical criminological question, “What makes 
people criminal?” these theorists share a conviction that deviant behavior is to be expected. 
What must be explained, they say, is “why people obey rules” (Hirschi, 1969, p. 10). As a result, 
some social control theories demonstrate a view of human nature that reflects the beliefs of 
Thomas Hobbes, a seventeenth-century English philosopher who was convinced humans are 
basically evil. This view is not particularly crucial for the creation of social control theories, but 
they must at least assume a neutral human nature. The critical component of all social control 
theories, then, is their attempt to explain factors keeping people from committing criminal or 
delinquent behavior. 

Another way to look at social control theory is to call it socialization theory. Since unsocial- 
ized humans—babies, for example—will simply act out their desires, it is the presence of other 
people that necessitates those behaviors be controlled. The most important way we exercise con- 
trol is through the process of socialization. We teach the “right” way to do things (rules, norms), 
both informally, as in the family, and formally, as in school. In fact, much of our early upbringing 
is designed to socialize us so we can function in society. Social control theories emphasize the 
quality of this process. 
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THE HERITAGE OF THE THEORY 
The Social Heritage 


Because control theory has wide-ranging perspectives and spans a number of years, a discus- 
sion of the heritage of this approach has more to do with an explanation of its recent popular- 
ity than with its origins. Therefore, the discussion here focuses on explaining the theory’s 
current acceptance. 

While the 1960s brought about a questioning of social values and traditional institutions, 
there were also those who defended the status quo. Our previous characterizations of the decade 
should not be taken to mean that all, or even a majority, were protesting and voicing their opin- 
ions about change in America. Within any period, the dominant group is a relatively conservative 
one (“conservative” essentially means to stick with the status quo). Thus, life for most people 
continued with relatively little change. In addition, the energy and promise of the 1960s, and in 
particular the social programs designed to create greater equality and opportunity, were brought 
up short with the assassinations of Martin Luther King and Robert Kennedy. While liberals car- 
ried on the ideals of the period, the steam seemed to be taken out of the movement, leaving less 
resistance to conservative demands. 

Some of the subtle changes taking place in society, however, would affect those who were 
more conservative. Religion became more important for many, and the “born-again” movement 
grew throughout the 1970s. A cynicism about government, fostered by Watergate, further disillu- 
sioned those who had thought the United States could become a “Great Society.” Even the sky- 
rocketing prices of gasoline in the mid-1970s heightened economic concerns. Finally, the taking 
of American hostages in Iran seemed to act as a catalyst for a politically conservative movement. 
As opposed to the liberal climate of the mid- to late 1960s, the mood of the following decade 
could be more accurately characterized as increasingly conservative. While conservatism enhanced 
the popularity of control theories, however, the theories themselves are not inherently conserva- 
tive. The neutralization theory of Gresham Sykes and David Matza was not particularly conserva- 
tive, nor was the drift theory subsequently proposed by Matza. 


The Intellectual Heritage 


The intellectual heritage of social control theories is difficult to ascertain. It may, however, be 
accurate to say the modern versions were originally developed as alternatives or reactions to 
strain theories. Clearly, this is the case for the 1950s theories of Albert Reiss (1951), Walter 
Reckless (1955), Sykes and Matza (1957), and F. Ivan Nye (1958). For later theories, especially 
those of Matza (1964) and Travis Hirschi (1969), the same may be inferred from their critical 
discussions of anomie and subculture theories. Even the usual identification of Emile Durkheim 
as the father of social control theory suggests there is a connection with strain theories. 

Chicago School ideas were also critical to the development of social control theories. 
Arguably, many of the Chicago School’s ideas may be viewed as emergent social control theory. 
This is particularly true of the social disorganization concept, which posits that a socially disor- 
ganized area frees juveniles to engage in delinquent acts. Solomon Kobrin’s notion of noninte- 
grated neighborhoods lacking control over their youths is a direct product of the Chicago School. 
Among the first of the modern social control theorists, Reiss and Reckless were students at Chi- 
cago, and Nye was closely affiliated with the school. 

The rise in popularity of social control theory did not occur until the mid-1970s, suggest- 
ing the blossoming of the theory may have been a result of three distinct trends within criminol- 
ogy. The first was a reaction to the labeling and conflict orientation and a return to the examination 
of criminal behavior. Conservative criminologists had little interest in the “new” criminology and 
wanted to return to the field’s traditional subject matter, the criminal. Second, the rise of the 
study of criminal justice as a discipline helped move criminology in a more pragmatic and sys- 
tem-oriented direction. The increase in the government’s interest and funding for criminal justice 
projects and crime fighting served to enhance the pragmatic nature of the movement. As a result, 
criminology was relatively free of theoretical work and until about 1990 was left with its final 
theoretical inventions from the 1960s (Williams, 1984, 2015). The theory meeting nearly every- 
one’s personal explanation for criminal behavior was Hirschi’s version of social control theory. 
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Finally, social control theories were linked with a new research technique for locating 
delinquent behavior, the self-report survey. By the time 1960s versions of social control theory 
were proposed, self-report studies had become the dominant form of criminological evidence. 
Surveys of juveniles, asking about their behaviors, were so in vogue they became a new para- 
digm for criminology. The theory proposed by Hirschi was the first one to be expressly rooted 
in the self-report tradition and was the result of a 1965 school survey in Contra Costa County, 
California. As a result, social control theories gave criminologists theoretical puzzles to solve 
with the new methodology. 


THE THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE 
Durkheim's Social Control Theory 


Theories of social control all rely on social factors to explain how people are restrained from 
acting in ways harmful to others. The earliest explanation of this approach was that of Dur- 
kheim (1895). He said a society will always have a certain number of deviants and deviance is 
really a normal phenomenon. By examining various societies around the world, Durkheim con- 
cluded every society has crime. If that is so, then crime must serve a function in society. Any 
society without crime and deviance is, by definition, abnormal. Further, deviance assists in 
maintaining social order because there are vague moral “boundaries” that define which acts are 
allowed and which are disapproved. These boundaries specify the various degrees of disap- 
proval for various acts, ranging from mild displeasure to legal sanctions and imprisonment. 
Since the actual boundary lines are not clear, it is the social reaction to someone else’s deviant 
act that helps people determine what they should not do. Thus, Durkheim argued behavior is 
controlled by social reaction (displeasure, punishment). 

To illustrate the issue that crime serves a boundary maintenance function, Durkheim gave 
an example of a “society of saints.” In this society, there would be no crime as we know it. 
Indeed, most behaviors we believe to be harmful would not occur. Yet crime would still be pres- 
ent. Crimes in such a society would represent behavior we do not think twice about but for the 
saints would be repulsive and harmful. Imagine a new crime of failing to say a blessing before a 
meal, or of using the Lord’s name in vain. If crime represents harm to society, such behavior for 
the saints could threaten their social order. Controls, then, are necessary for order to exist and for 
people to understand the boundaries of accepted behavior. 

Durkheim also related anomie to the existence of controls. A normal (nonanomic) society 
is one in which social relationships are working well and social norms (regulations) are clearly 
specified. When relationships and norms begin to break down, the controls they create begin to 
deteriorate. Durkheim noted a breakdown of those controls leads to crime and suicide. He was 
particularly concerned with situations in which uncontrolled rising aspirations lead to suicide. 
Whenever anomie exists in society, controls begin to disappear. 


Personality-oriented Social Control Theories 


In the 1950s, several theorists presented social control explanations of delinquency. These theo- 
ries set the stage for the contemporary approach to explaining crime and delinquency. Since 
Durkheim’s time, the notion of social control had gone through several adaptations. The con- 
cepts of personality and socialization had become commonplace, and one or the other was being 
used in most of the sociological work on deviance. In addition, there had been several decades of 
research and writing on the ability of the family environment, religious institutions, schools, 
proper friends and associates, and community organizations to control delinquency. 

Albert J. Reiss, Jr. (1951) combined concepts of personality and socialization with the 
work of the Chicago School to produce a social control theory that anticipated most of the later 
work. Although Reiss used psychoanalytic theory and wrote at length on the importance of per- 
sonality, his theory suggested that three components of social control explained delinquency 
(1951, p. 196). He said delinquency would result from any or all of the following: (1) a lack of 
proper internal controls developed during childhood; (2) a breakdown of those internal controls; 
and/or (3) an absence of, or conflict in, social rules provided by important social groups (the 
family, close others, the school). These three factors have been used, in whole or in part, by 
almost every social control theorist writing since then. The first point is the essential ingredient 


Walter Cade Reckless (1899-1988) 


Walter Reckless was born in Philadelphia in 1899. He attended the 
University of Chicago and received a Ph.B. in 1921 and a Ph.D. in 
sociology in 1925. Reckless taught at Vanderbilt University until 
1940 and then at Ohio State University until his retirement in 
1969. He was also a visiting professor at Florida State University’s 
School of Criminology from 1969 to 1972. Reckless served as a 
consultant to the United Nations on crime prevention and as three- 
term President of both the American Society of Criminology (ASC) 
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and the Criminology Section of the American Sociological Associa- 
tion. In 1963, he received the ASC’s prestigious Edwin Sutherland 
award for lifetime contributions in crime and delinquency theory. 
In 1990, Ohio State began the Walter Reckless Memorial Lecture, 
which has since been renamed the Walter Reckless-Simon Dinitz 
Memorial Lecture Series, adding to the honor his longtime col- 
league and coauthor, Simon Dinitz, who also retired from the Soci- 
ology Department at Ohio State University. 


in what is probably today’s most popular theory, low self-control, by Gottfredson and Hirschi 
(1990). The second point is used by a wide range of social control theorists (and others) who 
discuss the personal result of pressures and strains on people. The third one is essentially the 
entire position of Hirschi’s 1969 social control theory. Given that so much is repeated from 
Reiss’s statement, it may well represent the best summary of social control theory. 


Containment Theory 


The next popularly received approach was developed by Walter Reckless around 1955 to 1956, 
with subsequent work in collaboration with a colleague, Simon Dinitz (Reckless & Dinitz, 1967). 
This theory, referred to as containment theory, explains delinquency as the interplay between two 
forms of control: internal (inner) and external (outer). Reckless expressly saw his theory as an 
explanation of both conformity and deviance (1961, p. 42). At the same time, he did not claim 
containment theory explained all forms of deviance; indeed, following the example of Robert 
Merton, he referred to it as a “middle-range” theory. He excluded behavior resulting from inner 
pushes (psychoses, personality disorders, compulsions, organic brain disorders, and neuroses) 
and from the playing of expected roles (subcultural dictates, certain forms of culture conflict, 
and organized crime). However, this middle range of behavior is very large. 

Inner containment, while never clearly specified by Reckless, was presented as compo- 
nents of the “self.” A laundry list of these components (Reckless, 1961, p. 44) includes self-con- 
trol, good self-concept, ego strength, well-developed superego, high frustration tolerance, high 
resistance to diversions, high sense of responsibility, goal orientation, and ability to find substi- 
tute satisfactions. Outer containment was viewed as the social environment. Examples of outer 
containment are family and school reinforcement of social norms and values, effective supervi- 
sion and discipline, reasonable opportunities for social activity, availability of alternatives to 
deviance, and “opportunities for acceptance, identity, and belongingness.” 

Emphasizing inner containment, Reckless said a self-concept exists in people and is 
formed when they are quite young. This self-concept provides either a “good” or a “bad” image 
of the self and acts as a buffer to outside influences. He also stressed that there are a variety of 
“pushes and pulls” toward deviant behavior that all individuals experience. The effect of these 
inducements to commit delinquent acts depends on the strength of an individual’s inner and 
outer containments. If the self-concept were bad, outer social controls would have little effect on 
the individual and delinquency would be more likely to result. On the other hand, an individual 
with a good self-concept could withstand weak external social control and resist committing 
delinquent acts. While Reckless discussed both external and internal forms of containment, it is 
clear he perceived the internal to be the more important of the two. 


Social Bonding Theories 


The concept of external social controls came into prominence with the work of David Matza. His 
first writing on the subject, coauthored with Gresham Sykes (1957), was a critique of Albert 
Cohen’s subculture theory. In that critique, however, was the notion that everyone, even the lower- 
class gang delinquent, is bound to the dominant value system of society. Sykes and Matza pro- 
posed that one becomes “free” for delinquent acts through the use of techniques of neutralization. 
These techniques allow individuals to neutralize and temporarily suspend their commitment to 
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Gresham M''Cready Sykes (1922-2010) 


Gresham Sykes was born in Plainfield, New Jersey, in 1922. 
From 1942 to 1946, he served in the U.S. Army Corps of Engi- 
neers, earning the rank of Captain. He married Carla Adelt, who 
would become his lifelong partner. Sykes received his Ph.D. in 
sociology from Northwestern University in 1953 and returned to 
teach at Princeton University, where he had obtained his A.B. 
degree. Early in his career, he published what has become a clas- 
sic in the field of corrections, The Society of Captives: A Study of 
the Maximum Security Prison. He later taught at Northwestern, 


Dartmouth, the University of Denver, and the University of Hous- 
ton, before chairing the department at the University of Virginia. 
Sykes also served as the first Executive Officer for the American 
Sociological Association from 1963 to 1964, which was also the 
year the organization moved into a designated office space in 
Washington, DC. In 1980, the American Society of Criminology 
honored Sykes with the prestigious Edwin H. Sutherland Award 
in criminology. He retired in 1988 and devoted himself to art- 
work in his Virginia studio. 


societal values, thus providing the freedom to commit delinquent acts. Sykes and Matza listed five 
forms of neutralization, which they called denial of responsibility, denial of injury, denial of the 
victim, condemnation of the condemners, and appeal to higher loyalties. They argued that these 
neutralizations are available not just to lower-class youth but also generally throughout society. 
They further explain that such rationalizations or justifications are particularly useful during cel- 
ebrations and holidays, when a certain amount of deviance or law violation may be viewed by 
many as expected and fun. This would include shooting off fireworks that may be banned or 
restricted, firing weapons into the air on New Year’s, drinking excessively and driving home from 
Christmas parties at work, tearing down goal posts at football victories, and public intoxication on 
Saint Patrick’s day. Even those with normally conservative social values may overlook some cel- 
ebratory behavior and “neutralize it” as acceptable on this one particular day. 

Matza’s subsequent work on subterranean values (Matza, 1961), in particular his work on 
drift (1964), included an explicit use of the term “bond” to the moral order, by which he meant 
the tie that exists between individuals and the dominant values of society. The problem for crim- 
inology is to explain how this bond could be either strengthened or weakened. Matza used neu- 
tralizations to explain how a person might be available for deviant behavior. Once neutralizations 
were used, he said, the individual was in a state of limbo or drift that made deviant acts permis- 
sible. From this point, it was possible either to reenter conformity or to commit a deviant act. 

The thrust or impetus for action is centered around the will to do something. The will has 
two activating conditions: preparation, which provides for the repetition of old behavior, and 
desperation, which precipitates new behavior. These two theoretical components pull an indi- 
vidual out of drift and allow behavior to take place. Whether the behavior is conforming or devi- 
ant, however, depends on the situation and on the form of the neutralizations. 

In 1973, Richard Ball developed a scale to assess a person’s acceptance of neutralizations 
that has been revised and reformulated over the years in a number of research studies. Early tests 
of the techniques of neutralization found that delinquents tended to use more neutralizations than 
nondelinquents, that boys and girls were equally likely to accept the use of these techniques, and 
that the use of neutralizations might vary as a person ages or matures. In fact, recent research 
seems to indicate that more serious or seasoned offenders may be less inclined to use neutraliza- 
tions as they may have become more accepting of their own behavior and feel less pressure to 
justify it (Cechaviciute & Kenny, 2007). 

Techniques of neutralization continue to be examined across a wide variety of juvenile and 
adult subpopulations (Khoo & Oakes, 2000; Topalli, 2006) as well as a broad array of offenses. 
Studies have looked at the way pedophiles used techniques of neutralization (Malesky & Ennis, 


David Matza (1930-) 


David Matza was born on May 1, 1930, in New York. His bache- 
lor's degree was awarded in 1953 from the City of New York Col- 
lege. He went on to obtain his master’s and doctorate degrees 
from Princeton University from the Department of Economics and 
Sociology. In addition, he completed a postdoctoral program at 


the University of Chicago's law school in behavioral science and 
the law. Matza spent his entire career teaching at the University of 
California, Berkeley, where he is now Professor Emeritus. His book 
Delinquency and Drift won the prestigious C. Wright Mills Award 
in 1966, and he was awarded a Guggenheim Fellowship in 1967. 


Sykes and Matza’s Techniques of Neutralization 


Denial of Responsibility 


Acts are the product of forces beyond the control of the delin- 
quent. The delinquent has a “billiard ball” conception of self 
where he or she is continually pulled/pushed into situations 
beyond his or her control. “I didn’t mean it.” 


Denial of Injury 


Acts do not really cause any harm. The victim can easily afford 
the damage or loss. “I didn’t really hurt anybody.” 


Denial of the Victim 


Acts, given the circumstances, were not really wrong. The 
offender is actually retaliating for a previous act of the victim. The 
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victim deserves the injury. Or, there is no real victim. “They had it 
coming to them.” 


Condemnation of the Condemners 


The motives and behaviors of those who disapprove of the act 
are suspect. The condemners are hypocrites or are reacting out 
of personal spite. “Everybody’s picking on me.” 


Appeal to Higher Loyalties 


Societal rules have to take a “back seat” to the demands of 
loyalty to important others or groups. You always help a 
buddy and never squeal on a friend. “I didn’t do it for 
myself.” 


2004), while others have looked at fireworks (Buzzell, 2005), sex trafficking (Antonopoulos & 
Winterdyk, 2005), topless dancing (Thompson, Harred, & Burks, 2003), marijuana smoking 
(Peretti-Watel, 2003), and music piracy (Ingram & Hinduja, 2008). Therapists and counselors 
believe that understanding how offenders think about their criminal behavior may help them 
confront and address it in correctional and rehabilitation settings, so there is a connection to cog- 
nitive skills programming. 

Other theorizing by James Short and Fred Strodtbeck (1965), while not directed to Mat- 
za’s theory, emphasized the importance of attachment to peers and the rewards provided by 
those peers in strengthening or weakening bonds to society. Finally, Scott Briar and Irving 
Piliavin (1965), elaborating on an earlier work by Jackson Toby (1957), introduced the concept 
of commitments to conformity. By this, they referred to the investment one makes in conven- 
tional images and appearances (student government president, for example). Those with the 
greater investments have correspondingly greater potential losses from being discovered to be 
deviant. Great potential losses mean not only material deprivation and punishment but also 
social deprivation. If one extends the idea of investments to material things, such as property, 
business, and wealth, then Briar and Piliavin’s theory can be viewed as a direct precursor to 
contemporary social control theory. 


Hirschi’s Social Control Theory 


The most popular version of social control theory during the 1970s and 1980s was the one pre- 
sented by Travis Hirschi (1969). Synthesizing and elaborating on the work of other social control 
theorists, Hirschi provided a clearer picture of what was meant by a social bond. Indeed, some 
criminologists refer to the theory as “social bonding” theory. Rather than seeing individuals as 
deviant or conforming, Hirschi, like Durkheim, believed behavior reflects varying degrees of 
morality. He argued that the power of internalized norms, conscience, and the desire for approval 
encourage conventional behavior. As did Sykes and Matza, Hirschi saw that a person becomes 
“free” to engage in delinquency. Instead of using neutralizing techniques, however, he blamed 
broken or weakened bonds to society. While not all social control theorists have done so, Hirschi 


Travis Hirschi (1935-) 


Travis Hirschi was born in Rockville, Utah, and obtained both 
his bachelor’s and his master’s from the University of Utah. His 
Ph.D. in sociology is from the University of California, Berkeley. 
He taught at the University of Washington, the University of 
California, Davis, and the State University of New York at 


Albany before moving to the University of Arizona, where he 
spent the next 18 years. Hirschi served as President of the 
American Society of Criminology in 1983 and was given that 
organization’s Sutherland Award in 1986. He retired as 
Professor Emeritus in 1997. 
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Hirschi’s Elements of the Bond 


Element Examples 

Attachment Identification with peers or parents, emotional bond between child and parent, concern and respect for 
parents’ or peers’ opinions, engaging in activities with peers, supervision by parents, intimate communications 
with parents, attitudes toward school, concern for teachers’ opinions, and general sensitivity to the opinions 
of others 

Involvement Time-consuming activity (work, sports, recreation, hobbies, etc.), time spent on homework, lack of boredom, 


Commitment 


Belief 


amount of nonactive leisure time, and time spent talking with friends 


Investment in society (education, career, family, etc.), academic competence, educational aspirations and 
expectations, achievement orientation, expected occupation, and importance of reputation 


Respect for authorities, importance of and respect for law, and absence of neutralizations 


expressly rejected the idea that any motivation is necessary for deviant behavior to occur. 
Actually, he viewed individuals as self-interested and therefore ready to act in a fashion that pro- 
vides the greatest benefits. Society serves as a restraint on that behavior, and, if the restraints are 
loosened, self-interested behavior will emerge. 

Hirschi has acknowledged some of the hidden theoretical threads from which his theory 
was woven. In an interview with Clemens Bartollas (1985, p. 190), he noted that the Chicago 
School’s social disorganization theory is at the root of his approach. At the time he proposed his 
social control theory, however, social disorganization was in disrepute, and he avoided making 
references to it. The entire issue of weakened controls (disorganization) was at the heart of the 
Chicago School’s treatment of deviance. In a major divergence with the Chicago School, how- 
ever, Hirschi refused to give credence to the possibility that deviant behavior is relative. Where 
the Chicago School saw a variety of situations with their own conforming definitions, Hirschi 
saw only one legitimate definition of behavior: the common value system of society at large. As 
a result, no behavior can be defined as conforming simply because it follows the norms and rules 
of a smaller group or subculture. If the rules or opinions of the majority in society define that 
behavior as deviant, it is simply deviant. In short, “conventional” society governs the perspective 
from which the behavior is to be viewed.! 

Hirschi characterized the social bond as having four elements or dimensions (1969, pp. 
16-34): attachment, involvement, commitment, and belief. The most important element is 
attachment. The strength of the attachments, or ties, one has to significant others (parents, 
friends, role models) or to institutions (schools, clubs) can inhibit deviance. Attachment is 
important for creating conformity even when those others are deviant themselves. Second, 
involvement means the degree of activity (the time and energy) available for conventional or 
unconventional behavior. Those most occupied by conventional activities simply have less time 
to be involved in deviance. Thus, participation in clubs, recreational activities, and other extra- 
curricular activities serves to increase levels of conformity. 

Commitment represents the investment one has already built up in conventional society. 
This investment may take such forms as the amount of education, a good reputation, or the estab- 
lishment of a business. Those with these forms of commitment to conventional society also have 
more to lose if they are caught engaging in deviant behavior. College students, for instance, have 
already built up a strong degree of investment in education. Clearly, to engage in crime and get 


' Hirschi also intended his research and subsequent theory to show that Sutherland’s differential association theory 
and Cloward and Ohlin’s differential opportunity theory were invalid. In order to do this, he made use of two catego- 
ries of theory, constructed by Ruth Kornhauser in an unpublished paper (1963), to “reconceive’” the critical elements 
of those two approaches. These were called “cultural deviance theory” (differential association) and “strain theory” 
(differential opportunity). In part, then, his social control theory was specifically designed to be in opposition to both 
popular theories, and he has referred elsewhere to this as “oppositional theory construction” (Hirschi, 1989). It is 
worth noting that both of the contested theories allow for behavior derived from relative moral orders, rather than a 
single “conventional” one. 
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caught would represent a potential loss of that investment. The last element, belief, constitutes 
the acknowledgment of society’s rules as being fair. That is, one has a respect for those rules and 
norms and feels a moral obligation to obey them. The critical component here is a respect for the 
common value system. In a sense, the more one believes in “behaving properly,” the more likely 
one is to be conforming. 

These four elements all affect the bond between an individual and society. Because all 
individuals exhibit some bonding to society, the question before criminologists is how much 
these bonds need to be weakened before deviance results. As any of the four elements are 
weakened, the freedom to engage in deviant behavior increases. What is less clear is the extent 
to which a weakening or absence of any one component of the bond affects the other elements. 
For instance, does the strong presence of three elements, and the absence of a fourth, mean 
deviance will result? The elements also, obviously, interact with each other to produce varying 
degrees of effect. While Hirschi did discuss some of the relationships among the elements, he 
saw this as an empirical question (an issue for research to answer) and preferred to keep the 
question open. With Hirschi’s main contribution to social control theory being the aggregation 
and synthesis of the elements of the bond, a lack of information about their relationship with 
each other is a serious deficiency. 

A final point should be made about Hirschi’s and others’ versions of social control theory: 
they all rely on a specialized methodology of discovering crime and criminality—self-report 
studies—for their evidence. Other methodologies, such as the use of official crime report statis- 
tics or victimization data, do not particularly lend themselves to the social control approach. 
When those other methodologies are used to produce evidence, social control theory suffers. In a 
real sense, then, social control theories are somewhat methodologically bound. 


CLASSIFICATION OF THE THEORY 


Social control theories are positivist theories in that they endeavor to explain behavior, albeit 
conforming behavior. Moreover, they imply (and in some cases overtly declare) criminal behav- 
ior should be treated by increasing the influence of the family, schools, churches, and law-abid- 
ing peers. They also concentrate on the process by which the social bond is weakened rather than 
on the structural reasons for the existence of that bond. 

The issue of whether social control theories are consensus or conflict oriented is more 
difficult. They are based on the assumption that human nature is either neutral or, in the 
Hobbesian view, evil; therefore, conflict seems inevitable. However, it is the assumption of 
the existence of a dominant moral order that orients social control theories toward a consen- 
sus view of society. Uniformly, social control theories posit the existence of a common value 
system in society and deny the validity of subcultural or other group values in a diverse 
society. Finally, these theories are in the microtheoretical range. Clearly, they focus on etio- 
logical issues rather than on explaining social structure. In fact, other than assuming a moral 
order exists, they state little about social structure itself. Instead, they set forth at length how 
the weakening of the effect of various social institutions allows for an increase in deviant 
behavior among individuals. 


Summary 


Social control theory, for all its recent popularity, is not new. 
Moreover, it is probably the one theoretical approach most 
closely matching the public’s conception of why people 
become criminals. Whether one believes a person becomes 
criminal because of associating with the wrong friends, an 
improper family upbringing, a lack of religion, or a lack of 
education, social control theory can be seen to reflect that 
belief. Further, for criminologists themselves, this theory con- 
tains bits and pieces of the theories of social disorganization, 
differential association, and anomie, making it especially 


attractive to those criminologists who have been reluctant to 
embrace conflict theories. 

In sum, social control theory takes a view of human 
nature that assumes deviance is natural (which makes this 
theory similar to labeling in this regard). Conformity, then, is 
the real question worthy of explanation. Positing a moral 
order, or a conventional framework in society, social control 
theory finds common social institutions that strengthen the 
bond. When these institutions are weakened, whatever the 
cause, the bond that ties individuals to the moral order is also 
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weakened. This weakened bond automatically permits a 
greater degree of deviance to occur. 


MAJOR POINTS OF THE GENERAL SOCIAL CONTROL 
THEORY APPROACH 


1. Self-preservation and gratification are characteristic of 
human nature; therefore, human behavior tends to be 
“self-interested.” 

2. Human behavior must be restrained and regulated for the 
benefit of all. 

3. The rules and regulations for living in a society constitute 
a moral order. 


4. Humans are bound to the moral order beginning with 
childhood socialization and later through the institutions 
of society. 

5. The bond to the moral order is composed of elements that 
maintain and strengthen conformity. 

6. The elements of the bond include attachment to impor- 
tant others and institutions, commitment to or investment 
in conventional society, involvement in conventional 
activities, and belief in societal values. 

7. These elements are present in varying degrees. To the 
extent they may become weak, or are absent, individu- 
als have more freedom to pursue self-interested and 
deviant behavior. 


Epilogue: Current Directions and Policy Implications 


CURRENT DIRECTIONS 


Criminological researchers have spent many hours testing 
social control theories, primarily Hirschi’s version. In fact, 
social control theory is probably the most tested theory in crim- 
inology, largely because Hirschi himself presented the theory in 
conjunction with his research results. The points of the theory 
are relatively straightforward and testable, except for the rela- 
tionships between elements of the bond. While the research 
results are not totally clear, several issues have emerged. 


TESTING THE THEORY 


Social control theory may be best for explaining less serious 
forms of delinquency. Because of its grounding in self-report 
studies, which traditionally have focused on less serious forms 
of behavior, it makes sense that social control theory works best 
for minor to moderate delinquency. Another problem centers on 
the relationship of the attachment element to delinquency. The 
predicted relationship says any attachment to others should 
result in a reduction of delinquency. Hirschi’s own research 
found a positive relationship for delinquents and friends; that 
is, delinquents were more attached to delinquent peers rather 
than conforming peers (this would support Sutherland rather 
than Hirschi). Finally, a reanalysis of Hirschi’s own original 
data by David Greenberg (1999) found that the general explan- 
atory power of the theory was rather weak. 


DATA-SPECIFIC RESULTS 


The theory also does best when tested with cross-sectional 
data. Causal order (what comes first) is difficult to determine in 
cross-sectional data because they are collected at only one point 
in time. As a result, we do not know whether attachment or 
commitment occurred before or after delinquency. When longi- 
tudinal data are used (data collected at more than one point in 
time), the theory does not fare as well. In particular, longitudi- 
nal research tends to show that peer attachments affect delin- 
quency and delinquency, in turn, affects other attachments. In 
other words, a weakening of the social bond may be a result of 
delinquency rather than a cause. Of course, the same problem 
applies to most of the other theories we have discussed. 


GENERIC EXPLANATION OF CRIME 


Social control theory appears to have promise as an explanation 
for a wide variety of behavior. Because it is not based on 
assumptions about the criminal propensities of different social 
classes, social control theory should be able to explain lower-, 
middle-, and upper-class crime and delinquency equally well. 
In fact, Travis Hirschi, with Michael Gottfredson (1987), has 
used it as an explanation of white-collar crime. Others have 
examined middle-class delinquency from the perspective of 
control theory. 


MATURING OUT OF CRIME 


Another important use of social control theory is as an explana- 
tion of the long-observed fact that most delinquents grow out of 
delinquency. That is, they seem to quit engaging in delinquent 
acts without any intervention on the part of others. Indeed, this 
“aging-out” phenomenon is the origin of the labeling theory 
suggestion that we simply leave delinquents alone (Edwin Sch- 
ur’s “radical nonintervention’’). In an early commentary on the 
effect of commitment, Larry Karacki and Jackson Toby (1962) 
suggested an adolescent’s “stakes in conformity” increase with 
age. Hirschi’s version similarly posits commitment to conven- 
tional activity is an important piece of the social bond. If juve- 
niles and youths continue to increase their levels of commitment 
as they grow older (go to work, increase their education, perhaps 
get married), then the result is a maturing out of delinquency 
and crime. Thomas Bernard (1987) has argued commitment is 
the primary element of the social bond, influencing all other ele- 
ments. If he is correct, the maturation hypothesis is an important 
part of social control theory. In addition, adolescence in our cul- 
ture has long been regarded as a period characterized by leisure 
time. As we get older, leisure time decreases in favor of the work 
world (see lifestyle theory in Chapter 13 for another explanation 
of the relationship between crime, age, and leisure). 


INTEGRATION WITH OTHER THEORIES 


Several criminologists have suggested integration of social 
control theory concepts with other theories. Ron Akers, the 
prime architect of social learning theory, has agreed his 


theory is most compatible with social control (1985, p. 67) 
and there are several research-based attempts to facilitate that 
approach (see for instance Alarid, Burton, & Cullen, 2000; 
Erickson, Crosnoe, & Dornbusch, 2000; Lee, Moak, & 
Walker, 2016). A substantial number of deterrence studies 
have incorporated informal social control measures into their 
framework (see for instance, Baay, Liem, & Nieuwbeerta, 
2012; Worrall, Els, Piquero, & TenEyck, 2014). Actually, just 
about every attempt to integrate theories has incorporated 
social control theory (see, for example, the discussion of 
integrated theories in Chapter 15). However, Hirschi (1979) 
rejects attempts at integration of his social control theory 
with other theoretical concepts or models. He believes the 
theory is substantially changed by these additions. A prefer- 
able approach, he believes, is to create a new theory with a 
logically coherent set of assumptions. One might argue that 
is exactly what he and Gottfredson (1990) did with self- 
control theory(see Chapter 14). Hirschi himself, until he 
wrote an essay in 2004, made no comments on the direct con- 
nections between his earlier social control theory and the cur- 
rent one. In fact, it initially appeared in his 1990 work with 
Gottfredson as if he was arguing that most elements of the 
bond constitute a false relationship with delinquency and that 
both bonds and delinquency are created by early parenting 
relationships. In the 2004 essay (pp. 543-544), he redefined 
self-control as “inhibitions carried with one wherever one 
happens to go” and added the statement that differences in 
social control were stable over time. These inhibitions seem 
to be the same as elements of the bond. 

At this point, it appears that the criminological field 
views most social control theories (as covered in this chapter) 
as best used in integrative form. Regardless of Hirschi’s 2004 
commentary on the connection between social control and low 
self-concept theory, criminologists are largely testing the latter 
as if the connection did not exist. While containment and neu- 
tralization theories occasionally appear in the literature they are 
currently best described as curiosities. 


Questions and Weblinks 


Critical Thinking Questions 


1. What is the basis of human nature according to social control the- 
orists? Do you agree? Why or why not? 

2. Discuss your experiences with any of the delinquency prevention 
programs implicated by social control theory—do you think they 
are successful? Why or why not? 


Practice Essay Questions 


1. Compare and contrast the various elements of the social bonds as 
they were imagined by Travis Hirschi. 

2. What are the techniques of neutralization and how are they 
used? 
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POLICY IMPLICATIONS 


Social control theories suggest a group of commonsense poli- 
cies for crime and delinquency control. Perhaps it is for this 
reason they have been popular; yet very few policies or pro- 
grams seem to have been expressly created from social control 
concepts. Nonetheless, the theoretical perspective has allowed 
criminologists to approve of projects that in the popular mind 
“just make good sense.” 

Examples of such projects are school-based programs 
to keep children busy. The more conventional activities they 
engage in, the less time is available for delinquent activities. 
Thus, recreational programs, social groups, and athletic 
events are all designed from the viewpoint of involvement. 
Social clubs, 4-H clubs, Boy Scouts, Girl Scouts, and Little 
League baseball are classic examples of programs designed 
to assist children in learning conventional values (becoming 
committed) and being involved in conventional activities. Of 
course, schools are not the only source of these programs. 
Religious groups generate their share, especially those 
focusing on the values important to the group. YMCA and 
YWCA programs are commonplace in larger cities. Both 
actor Denzel Washington and singer-actress Jennifer Lopez 
recall how their neighborhood Boys & Girls clubs were 
places where important mentoring took place. Washington 
explains that his first public performance was winning a tal- 
ent show at the club (Relin, 2006). 

Over the past two decades, social policy to help juveniles 
in danger of becoming delinquent has consistently championed 
strategies like the Big Brother/Big Sister programs. These pro- 
grams couple a role model with conventional activities for chil- 
dren. In addition, strategies to increase the stability of families 
have been developed, among them parenting programs. Finally, 
any approach that emphasizes social activities, keeping chil- 
dren in school, or improving scholastic skills, or one that 
stresses the values of the “American Way” is compatible with 
social control theories. 


3. While differential association theory would stress the influ- 
ence of peers, social control theories would emphasize the 
role of parents, teachers, and coaches. How do you see 
these two competing models in terms of predicting delin- 
quency? 


3. How do outer and inner containment function and what are the 
benefits and deficits of each as a form of social control? 

4. What factors contribute to delinquency according to Albert Reiss 
and how would you categorize his theoretical views? 
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Related Websites 


http://www.crimesolutions. gov/ProgramDetails.aspx?ID=37 1 


Big Brothers Big Sisters of America 
http://www. bbbs.org/site/c.diJKK YPLJvH/b. 153975 1/k.BDB6/ 
Home.htm 
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Social Learning Theory 


LEARNING OBJECTIVES 


Objective 12.1: Explain how contemporary social learning theory is related to earlier theories we 
have studied. 


Objective 12.2: Discuss how reinforcements, punishments and discriminative stimuli work in 
everyday life. 


Objective 12.3: Compare and contrast Jeffery and Akers on the basic concepts related to social 
learning. 


Objective 12.4: Describe the types of programs and interventions that would be used to prevent 
crime according to social learning theory. 


Objective 12.5: Discuss how social learning theory has been used in research and integrated with 
other theories. 


INTRODUCTION 


Even though social learning theory was developed a short time (1965-1966) before Hirschi’s social 
control theory, it is newer than the other versions of social control theory and has become popular since 
1975. There are really two theories under this generic name. The first was developed by C. Ray Jeffery 
as a direct application of popular operant-based learning theories from psychology. The other, which 
has received greater acceptance by criminologists, is Ronald Akers’ social learning theory. Akers’ 
theory evolved from its 1966 origins, and the version popular today was developed mostly in the 1970s. 
In addition, social learning theory is primarily an extension of Edwin Sutherland’s differential associa- 
tion theory. Had we not been attempting in this book to keep the theories in chronological order, social 
learning theory would best have been placed after the chapter on differential association. 

Both these theories rely on behavioral psychology. There are two general types of psychological 
approaches: Skinnerian, or operant, theory and social learning theory. B. F. Skinner’s original version 
of operant theory allows only for direct material sources of reinforcement and punishment. Social ver- 
sions of learning, on the other hand, begin with Skinner’s theory and add the concept of indirect social 
stimuli and cognitive processes. Jeffery uses the more straightforward Skinnerian approach, whereas 
Akers relies on the social learning variety. 


THE HERITAGE OF THE THEORY 
The Social Heritage 


Behavioral theories in psychology rose to the peak of their popularity in the 1960s. The optimistic spirit 
of the early part of the decade led psychologists to believe that otherwise untreatable behavior prob- 
lems could be successfully treated by using the newly developed behavioral therapies. The civil rights 
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campaign had also spilled over into mental health issues. Recognition of the rights of mental 
patients gave them a right to treatment, rather than just being warehoused. Further, behavior 
modification, a branch of applied behavioral psychology, was especially suitable for training in 
life skills so that the patient could eventually be released from the institution. 

As part of the Great Society concept, schools were experimenting with new and better 
ways of learning. Education began championing behavior modification and adapting it to the 
classroom setting. By the 1970s, people felt so convinced that behavioral psychologies were the 
answer to behavior problems that Skinner made the bestseller list with two popular books, 
Beyond Freedom and Dignity and Walden II. One controversial movie, A Clockwork Orange, 
even featured the use of a punishment-oriented version of behavior modification. 

An optimistic philosophy had also developed in corrections and the juvenile justice system, 
with state and federal governments funding several experimental programs. Among those pro- 
grams, behavior modification appeared to have the most promise, largely because it seemed to work 
within institutions, if not outside them. Even at the end of the decade, when people had become 
cynical about treatment programs, behavior modification programs were still in use (those versions 
based on punishment were, however, beginning to come under fire). Ultimately, however, futuristic 
books and films that emphasized the possible abuses of behavior programming and mind control as 
well as suspicions about government abuses of power that developed with the Watergate scandal 
probably all contributed to public concerns about behavioral psychology and created a strong reac- 
tion against the behavior modification movement. Radicals, in particular, objected to the use of 
behavior modification, claiming it was an elite plan to brainwash those who threatened the state. 


The Intellectual Heritage 


The most obvious intellectual source of social learning theory is behavioristic psychology. Ray 
Jeffery adopted the approach as a faculty member at Arizona State University, where two promi- 
nent psychologists, Arthur and Carolyn Staats, were making strides in the new field of behavior 
modification. In addition, Jeffery was involved in the Washington, DC, Dropout Project, a pro- 
gram that attempted to apply the principles of behavior modification to delinquent youth. Ron 
Akers, on the other hand, developed his theory as the result of interaction with another young 
faculty member, Robert Burgess, in the sociology department at the University of Washington 
(Akers, 1985). Burgess had studied behavioral psychology and convinced Akers it could profit- 
ably be applied to criminology. Burgess was later to employ learning theory in several environ- 
mental programs, including an antilittering program for a park system. 

Perhaps as important as psychology is the heritage gained from differential association. 
Both Jeffery and Akers published their original learning theory articles as an explanation of 
Sutherland’s statement, “Criminal behavior is learned.” Jeffery was, in fact, one of the last of 
Sutherland’s students. Akers, who earned his doctoral degree under Richard Quinney, was inti- 
mately familiar with Sutherland’s work, especially since Quinney was working on a reformulation 
of differential association theory (DeFleur & Quinney, 1966). Indeed, many criminologists today 
see social learning theory as an extension and modernization of differential association theory. 


THE THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE 
Operant and General Social Learning Theories 


Before one can appreciate criminological learning theories, a basic understanding of operant- 
based learning theory is necessary. Operant learning theory is concerned with the effect an indi- 
vidual’s behavior has on the environment and, subsequently, the consequences of that effect on 
the individual. As Skinner (1971, p. 16) relates, behavior is shaped and maintained by its conse- 
quences. Therefore, behavior is a product of present and past events in the life of the individual. 
The contingencies of reinforcement and punishment (aversive stimuli) determine whether the 
frequency of any particular behavior is increased or diminished. 

We discuss here six basic principles: positive reinforcement, negative reinforcement, posi- 
tive punishment, negative punishment, discriminative stimuli, and schedules. Reinforcement 
may be described as any event that follows the occurrence of behavior and that alters and 
increases the frequency of the behavior. Some events directly increase the frequency of behavior 
they follow. These are positive reinforcers, or rewards. A mother who gives her child a cookie for 
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doing something good is providing positive reinforcement. Other events increase the frequency 
of behavior if they remove something undesirable following the behavior. These are called nega- 
tive reinforcers. If a child does something bad and then says he is sorry, the mother may not pun- 
ish the child. Perhaps the easiest way to distinguish between the two is positive reinforcement 
provides a reward and negative reinforcement removes some form of punishment. 

Punishment, or aversive stimuli, is the opposite of reinforcement. That is, it reduces the 
frequency of any behavior it follows. The process of decreasing the emission of behavior through 
the presence of an aversive stimulus is called positive punishment. This is the typical reason for 
spanking a child. Negative punishment results in the removal of rewards that would ordinarily 
have been present after a behavior. In this case, the child does not get the cookie. 

Discriminative stimuli, on the other hand, do not occur after behavior but are present either 
before or as the behavior occurs. Further, they can be used to control behavior because they indi- 
cate whether reinforcement or punishment is forthcoming. Thus, they function as cues, or sig- 
nals, that help the individual determine those situations in which a particular behavior may be 
appropriate (likely to be reinforced). It is this form of stimulus that is crucial in social settings; 
almost all our social world is composed of discriminative stimuli. Advertising, for example, is 
primarily based on the use of discriminative stimuli to get us to associate a product with some- 
thing we find rewarding. 

A final concept is that of the schedule of consequences. This refers to the frequency with 
which, and probability that, a particular consequence will occur, as well as to the length of time 
it occurs after the behavior. Those consequences immediately following behavior and having a 
high probability of occurrence are the ones that have the strongest effect on the individual. This 
means some forms of behavior will be preferred over others because of their reinforcement 
schedule. Conversely, it means if we wait too long to punish someone for a crime, for example, 
the punishment will lose much of its effect. 

Learning, then, takes place because of the consequences associated with behavior. If an 
individual is reinforced after doing something, that behavior will occur again: the behavior has 
been learned. On the other hand, if punishment occurs after certain behavior, the individual 
learns to avoid that kind of behavior. Since people do not all have the same reward and punish- 
ment experiences in their past, some people will have learned some behavior while others will 
not. Finally, any social environment contains several possible situations, each of which might 
provide different cues and consequences for a behavior. It is relatively easy to misinterpret a situ- 
ation and assume previous learning will apply when in fact it will not. 

Social learning theory also considers the concept of imitation, or modeling, to be cen- 
tral to the learning process (Bandura, 1969, pp. 118-203; 1977). This involves the process of 
learning by observing the behavior of others. If, for instance, some other person is rewarded 
for certain behavior, an individual watching that situation can also learn the behavior. In this 
way, the observer is “vicariously reinforced.” Strict operant learning theory insists learning 
must be based on behavior and consequences applied to the individual, not some other per- 
son. Therefore, social learning theory is different in that it adds the social environment to the 
learning process. Under this approach, it is possible to learn not only from other people 
around us but also from television and movies. 


Jeffery’s Differential Reinforcement Theory 


In 1965, Jeffery published the first article linking criminal behavior and operant learning 
theory.! His thesis was differential association is “not valid in its present form, though it is 
basically sound in asserting that criminal behavior is learned” (1965, p. 294). Sutherland’s 
theory needed reformulation into modern learning theory, but Jeffery maintained that once 
that was done the theory no longer would be a theory of social reinforcement. It would be, he 
said, a more complete theory that could explain how “criminal behavior can be maintained 
without social approval” (1965, p. 296). In fact, Jeffery thought his new learning theory put 
differential association to rest by convincingly adding nonsocial explanations for behavior 
(personal communication, 1975). 


l C.R. Jeffery, prior to his death, reviewed and approved this summary of his theoretical work. 


Clarence Ray Jeffery (1921-2007) 


C. Ray Jeffery was born into a criminal justice-oriented family in 
Pocatello, Idaho. His father was both a prosecutor and a 
defense attorney, and his uncle was a police officer. He received 
his bachelor’s in economics and philosophy and his master’s in 
sociology. Because his major professor focused on issues of 
crime and law, Jeffery was identified as a “criminologist” as 
soon as he graduated. That being the case, he went to Indiana 
University to study with Edwin Sutherland, where he was one 
of Sutherland's last students. Although Jeffery took coursework 
in an interdisciplinary curriculum of law, sociology, and behav- 
ioral psychology, he received a Ph.D. in Sociology. Supported by 
his eclectic academic background, Jeffery pioneered several of 
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the theoretical perspectives in criminology, including conflict 
theory, learning theory, environmental design, and sociobiol- 
ogy. He taught at Colby College, Arizona State University, and 
New York University (where he became editor of the American 
Society of Criminology’s newsletter transitioning to journal, 
Criminologica, which then became Criminology) before moving 
to Florida State University’s School of Criminology in 1970. Jef- 
fery spent the remainder of his career there as a Professor of 
Criminology and Criminal Justice until 1995, when he was hon- 
ored with Professor Emeritus status. Jeffery was President of the 
American Society of Criminology in 1978. He passed away after 
a lengthy illness in 2007. 


Jeffery began his theory of differential reinforcement with a brief description of the six 
basic operant principles. He added one more set of concepts to his discussion: satiation and 
deprivation. It suggests a stimulus will be more or less reinforcing depending on the indi- 
vidual’s current condition. For example, a person who already has wealth (satiated) will be 
less likely to find robbing someone of their money to be reinforcing, while the impoverished 
individual (deprived) will more likely see the money as a reinforcer. Such a concept of the 
condition of the individual allows for similar interpretations of the effect of social class and 
poverty as those we saw in the strain theories of Robert Merton, Albert Cohen, and Richard 


Cloward and Lloyd Ohlin. 


A brief summary of the elements of differential reinforcement is as follows (Jeffery, 1965, 
p. 295): People do not have the same past experiences; therefore, their conditioning histories are 
different. The stimuli people experience daily also have distinct meanings that produce differing 
qualities of reinforcement. Among these stimuli are some that have previously affected criminal 
behavior. Thus, some people have been reinforced for criminal behavior and some have been 
punished. Since most consequences are relatively intermittent (rarely is anything rewarded or 
punished every time), criminal behavior is not reinforced or punished each time it occurs. Instead, 
past experience is sufficient to maintain the current criminal behavior. 

Finally, Jeffery also insisted that the most important forms of reinforcers are material, 
such as money and cars. As a result, differential reinforcement maintains that one does not need 
associates to provide reinforcing consequences for criminal behavior, for the product of the 
crime itself can be the reinforcer. Other people are said to be important for their discriminative 
value; that is, they provide cues about the probability of being rewarded for a criminal act. This 
decreased emphasis on social reinforcement has continued to characterize Jeffery’s work. His 
book, Crime Prevention through Environmental Design (1977), incorporates his work in socio- 
biology and states that the reinforcing quality of all behavior lies in the brain. By this Jeffery 
means that the brain contains pleasure and pain centers that mediate and interpret all stimuli. 
Thus, he now says social reinforcement is really a secondary form of reinforcement and is 
maintained only by a relationship with the more primary form of biological reinforcement 


(1977, p. 312). 


Jeffery continued with his work on brain-mediated behavior and strongly argued for inter- 
disciplinary work on the problem of criminal behavior. His final approach is that a general theory 
of crime should have three components: genetics, brain structure and function, and learning the- 
ory (1989b, p. 73). His perspective is that sociological, psychological, and biological character- 
istics should be seen as interacting together in a total system to produce criminal behavior. He 


2 Jeffery initiated the concept of environmental design (there is an earlier 1969 version in the journal Criminologica), 
thus becoming one of the founders of modern geographical criminology. Jeffery himself conducted no site-based 
geographical studies but influenced two people, Paul and Pat Brantingham, when they were together at Florida State 
University in the 1970s. The Brantinghams are probably most responsible for the development of modern geograph- 


ical criminology. 
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Ronald Louis Akers (1939-) 


Ron Akers was born in New Albany, Indiana, in 1939 and 
obtained his B.S. from Indiana State College in social studies 
(secondary education) in 1960. He began his lifelong commit- 
ment to sociology with a master’s from Kent State in 1961 and 
a Ph.D. in Sociology from the University of Kentucky in 1966, 
under his mentor Richard Quinney. Over the years, he taught in 
sociology/criminology programs including those at the Univer- 
sity of Washington, Florida State University, and the University 
of lowa. He spent the largest and last portion of his career at 


the University of Florida, where he has served as Chair of the 
department, Associate Dean of the College of Arts and Sci- 
ences, and Director of the Center for Studies in Criminology 
and Law. Akers was President of the American Society of Crimi- 
nology (ASC) in 1979, and in 1988 he won the distinguished 
Edwin Sutherland Award from that organization and was 
named an ASC Fellow. He also served as President of the South- 
ern Sociological Society and as Chair of the Criminology Section 
of the American Sociological Association. 


posits that individuals are born with particular biological (genetic) and psychological character- 
istics that not only may predispose but may actually cause certain forms of behavior. This 
“nature” is independent of the socialization process present in the social environment. There is, 
however, a good deal of interplay between nature and socialization through physical environ- 
ments and the feedback mechanisms existing in biochemical systems. For example, Jeffery notes 
poverty translates to a certain type of diet and exposure to pollutants. Both of these are trans- 
formed by the biochemical system into neurochemical compounds within the brain. Thus, pov- 
erty indirectly leads to behavioral differences (and, potentially, criminal behavior) through the 
interaction of individual and environment. 

Jeffery clearly suggests that any theory of criminal behavior is incomplete without a con- 
sideration of all elements making up the human organism (1989a). In addition, he notes that the 
study of criminal behavior is not possible without an understanding and theory of criminal law. 
A summary of his overall approach combining both behavior and law is as follows: Humans are 
born with biological and psychological differences. These differences lead to direct conflict with 
other humans. To reduce this conflict, humans must be socialized into conformity, and, lacking 
this, control systems (the state and criminal law) must be created to restrict behavior. Criminal 
behavior is behavior restricted by these control systems. 


Akers’ Social Learning Theory 


Akers and Burgess provided criminology with the second connection between psychological 
learning theory and differential association (Burgess & Akers, 1966).° After reading Jeffery’s 
1965 article, they decided a more detailed statement of learning theory would be beneficial and 
began the process of fully reformulating the propositions of differential association theory. The 
final version of seven propositions, which they labeled “differential association-reinforcement 
theory,” was not originally intended as an alternative to Sutherland’s theory. Of necessity, how- 
ever, it became a “new, broader theory” (Akers, 1985, p. 41). 

In contrast to Jeffery’s approach, it is obvious Akers views the social environment as the most 
important source of reinforcement. He even suggests that most of the learning of deviant behavior 
is the result of social interaction (1985, p. 45). In fact, it is the presence of various subcultures in 
society that allows us to predict which stimuli are likely to be effective reinforcers for people. This 
approach leads to the presence of definitions as one of the crucial aspects of the theory. 

Definitions of behavior, both for Sutherland and Akers, are the moral components of 
social interaction expressing whether something is right or wrong. Akers refers to these defi- 
nitions as verbal behavior and notes they are learned just as any other behavior is learned. 
Once learned, however, definitions become a form of discriminative stimuli or cues about the 
consequences to be expected from other behavior. They can be general beliefs, applying to a 
range of behavior, or specifically focused on a single form of behavior. Those indicating 
approval of certain behavior are clearly positive in their action; that is, they denote the behav- 
ior is morally correct and will be rewarded (positive reinforcement). Others are neutralizing 


3 We would like to express our appreciation to Ron Akers for reviewing and approving this summary of his work for an 
earlier edition of this book. This new version adds the social structure element and has not been reviewed. 
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definitions, providing a way to avoid some (or all) of an expected punishment and justifying 
or excusing the behavior (negative reinforcement). 

Akers has continued the development of the theory, most notably in his books Deviant 
Behavior: A Social Learning Approach (1985) and Social Learning and Social Structure (1998). 
The most recent version of social learning theory can be summarized as follows. First, behavior 
is learned through operant conditioning principles but with the addition of social learning prin- 
ciples such as imitation. Learning occurs both in nonsocial and social (the behavior of other 
persons) situations that either reinforce or offer discriminating cues for behavior. While nonso- 
cial learning exists, it primarily takes place in social situations where groups provide the largest 
part of an individual’s reinforcements. These groups present stimuli according to their structural 
position in society, including culture, subculture, class, gender, and economic position. This is 
the component of the theory where differential reinforcement is stressed—individuals have dif- 
ferent social groups and situations available to them on a consistent basis, thus, different associa- 
tions with others. Next, the learning of any behavior is a function of reinforcing stimuli and the 
contingencies for reinforcement provided by an individual’s various social situations. It is impor- 
tant to note that an individual does not have to be directly reinforced because discriminating 
social cues offer an individual the possibility of imitating the reinforced behavior of others. 

Depending on the social situation providing the reinforcers and their contingencies, an 
individual can receive either specific attitudes and techniques or more general social values. 
Thus, both very focused definitions for specific behaviors, including the techniques for these, 
and general cultural (or subcultural) values can be transmitted. Any individual learned behavior 
is governed by a combination of the immediate reinforcement provided to an individual and the 
conforming or deviant orientation of values and definitions from past reinforcement. These more 
general values and definitions (norms, rationalizations, neutralizations) increase the likelihood of 
certain behaviors (generally, deviant or conforming) in a particular situation by providing dis- 
criminative cues to an individual that those behaviors will be reinforced. 

Finally, the frequency and duration of a behavior’s occurrence depends on the amount, 
frequency, and probability of its reinforcement. Because these reinforcements (and discrimina- 
tive cues) vary in different social situations and with different associates, it is an individual’s 
structural position in society that primarily determines his or her patterns of values and defini- 
tions. It is this same social position that affects the associations available to an individual and 
subsequently the number and probability of deviant versus nondeviant reinforcements and 
definitions in the general social environment. To the extent that a subculture accepts and pro- 
vides reinforcement for deviant definitions, an individual member of that group will exhibit 
more or less deviant behavior. 

In the development and empirical testing of his theory, Akers has focused on the principal 
processes of differential association, definitions, differential reinforcement, and imitation. Social 
learning theory, then, states people learn both deviant behavior and the definitions that go along 
with it from others. The learning can be direct, as through conditioning, or indirect, as through 
imitation and modeling. The learned deviance can then be strengthened by reinforcement or 
weakened by punishment. Its continued maintenance depends not only on its own reinforcement 
but also on the quality of the reinforcement available for alternative behavior. If the definitions of 
deviant behavior are reinforcing and if alternative behaviors are not reinforced as strongly, an 
individual is likely to engage in deviant behavior. The structural component of the theory is 
complementary to the issue of differential association and states that learning opportunities are 
structured by one’s location in society. That is, learning opportunities are affected by the values 
and definitions shared and transmitted by intimate groups whose members are situated within a 
family, neighborhood, subculture, or culture. Where deviant values and definitions are more 
likely to be espoused, rates of deviant behavior are likely to increase. 


CLASSIFICATION OF THE THEORY 


Social learning qualifies as a positivist theory. Compared with other theories, it focuses more 
directly on behavior and presents an obvious treatment or remedy for deviance. Similarly, 
because learning theory is focused on the individual, it is primarily classified as a microtheory. 
Even though the theoretical principles are general enough to apply to all behavior, its main focus 
is to explain how individuals come to engage in criminal behavior. 
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Social learning is also a processual theory. It explains the process by which criminal 
behavior takes place and tells us why that behavior occurs. The theory does have a structural 
component that places the individual in a particular location in society, with all that implies in 
terms of class, subculture, and so forth. However, this is essentially a statement that values and 
definitions are differentially available to individuals and that availability is structured. It is the 
process of learning that is still paramount for the theory. 

The more difficult point of classification is that of consensus conflict. The theory itself 
does not require either orientation, so we must look to the theorists to determine which it is. 
We would infer Jeffery takes a consensus orientation to society. This appears to be the case 
because his work provides many applications to “treat” criminal behavior, yet he does not 
question the origin of those laws requiring that treatment. In fairness to Jeffery, however, he 
does state that a theory of the creation of law is necessary before one can discuss criminal 
behavior but once that law exists he seems not to question it. Akers, on the other hand, 
believes that there is a “core of consensual values” while “admitting the importance of power 
and conflict” (1985, p. 19). This, he says, is a pluralist conflict approach, which is made more 
evident in his discussion of the structural side to the theory. Since both these theorists seem 
to assume a core set of common social values, however, we will cautiously classify social 


learning theory as primarily a consensus theory. 


Summary 


Social learning theory developed from the combination of 
differential association theory with psychological learning 
theories. Though Jeffery’s final version de-emphasizes the 
social aspects of learning, Akers’ theory is still directly asso- 
ciated with Sutherland’s perspective. They both, however, 
explain deviant behavior by emphasizing reinforcement and 
discriminative stimuli. 

Behavior, whether deviant or not, can be expected to be 
maintained if it is reinforced in the social environment. Thus, 
the problem for behavioral criminologists is to determine 
where these reinforcements originate. Jeffery suggests rein- 
forcement is biologically based in the pleasure—pain center of 
the brain (Jeffery, 1998). Preferring to keep his theory on a 
social level, Akers finds the origin of deviance reinforcement 
in common rationalizations and in the various groups and sub- 
cultures of society. 

As has been the case for social control theory, the pop- 
ularity of social learning theory has increased during the 
past two decades. However, some sociologically oriented 
criminologists remain skeptical of the approach because it is 
directly derived from psychology. Nonetheless, as a major 
theory not requiring an acceptance of the conflict position 
(though Akers leans a bit toward conflict), social learning 
theory has been steadily gaining in acceptance. It is now 
quite common to see commentary or research on the theory 
in the various criminological journals and recent surveys of 
criminologists have suggested that is now one of the most- 
favored theories. Several theorists even attempted to inte- 
grate social control and social learning theories, an effort 
Akers would encourage (1985, p. 67; 1989). Moreover, 
Akers has stated he views social learning theory as a major 
approach to integrating other deviance-oriented theories 
(1985, p. 70; 1998) and now regards it as a general theory of 
behavior, not just of deviance. 


MAJOR POINTS OF THE THEORY 


1. Human behavior is organized around the seeking of plea- 
sure and the avoidance of pain. 

2. The two concepts involved in the learning of behavior are 
reinforcement and punishment. Reinforcement increases 
the frequency of a behavior, whereas punishment 
decreases the frequency. 

3. Criminal behavior is learned through both material and 
social reinforcements in the same way as is any other 
behavior. This learning process is a product of past and 
present experiences; therefore, all individuals have a dif- 
ferent set of learned behaviors and expected consequences. 

4. Social reinforcements serve as factors both in directly 
learning deviant behavior and in setting the values (defi- 
nitions) that define behavior as good or bad, desirable or 
undesirable. The social environment also provides vari- 
ous behavior models that can be imitated. 

5. Social definitions, which are originally learned in the same 
way as any other behavior, act as cues signaling whether a 
particular behavior will or will not be reinforced. In the case 
of values, definitions provide discriminative cues that cer- 
tain behaviors espoused by those values will be reinforced. 

6. Definitions assist in the learning of crime as direct sig- 
nals that a reward is forthcoming or as rationalizations 
used to avoid punishment for criminal behavior. 

7. Social structure acts to position individuals in roles that 
are differentially exposed to reinforcement and defini- 
tions conducive to criminal behavior. 

8. Criminal behavior is behavior that has been differentially 
reinforced through social definitions and material rewards 
in the individual’s structured environment. 

9. Material reinforcements are often provided by crime 
itself. Therefore, when individuals are deprived, criminal 
behavior may be maintained by its own rewards. 
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Epilogue: Current Directions and Policy Implications 


CURRENT DIRECTIONS 


Social learning theories continue to be popular. Several crimi- 
nologists have attempted to test the approach, particularly 
Akers’ version of the theory. Indeed, Akers himself has led the 
way with several research projects, most of which have focused 
on drug use, including alcohol and cigarettes. In addition, stud- 
ies using social learning theory have examined cheating and 
other forms of academic dishonesty, suicide, participation in 
gangs, bullying, and computer crime. In one analysis, both dif- 
ferential association and differential reinforcement were found 
in those most likely to engage in the illegal downloading of 
music (piracy) (Hinduja, 2006). Other tests of multiple theories 
have commonly found that social learning variables explain at 
least as much of deviant behavior as other theories do. Actually, 
the findings usually are that social learning explains delin- 
quency and deviance better than most other theories (Akers & 
Jensen, 2006; Pratt et al., 2010). 

Other approaches to learning theory have also been 
developed, particularly with reference to personality traits 
(some as early as 1962). One of the more popular versions in 
criminology is an adaptation of differential association theory 
by Daniel Glaser. In his 1978 book, Crime in Our Changing 
Society, Glaser proposed a theory of differential anticipation. 
Drawing on his previous idea that identification with criminal 
roles is more important than one’s associates, he incorporated 
social learning concepts and said expectations determine con- 
duct. Indeed, he saw three sources of expectations: pro- and 
anticriminal social bonds, differential learning, and perceived 
opportunities. Individuals have different groups of people 
around them who may reward behavior according to different 
values. Therefore, people have different sources of behavior 
and values and thus learn differently. The process involves 
learning discriminative stimuli as a way of knowing what 
behavior will be rewarded and punished. Finally, opportuni- 
ties for crime involve an assessment of risks and gains indi- 
viduals expect to receive from committing a crime. Glaser’s 
basic idea is that an individual will commit a crime when the 
expected (anticipated) gains outweigh the expected punish- 
ments. These expectations, of course, are all learned from 
one’s social environment. 

Social learning theory has also been a mainstay of 
attempts to integrate criminological theories. Most common is 
an attempt to combine it with social control, to which others 
have added labeling and/or strain. Akers has proposed relation- 
ships with each of the other major theories, explaining that 
social learning acts to explain the general process in which those 
theories translate to the behavior of individuals. Moreover, 
Akers has argued social learning concepts are compatible with, 
and even part of, rational choice models and deterrence (1990). 
His integrative approach is one of “conceptual absorption,” 
which he defines as “subsuming concepts from one theory as 
special cases of the phenomena defined by the concepts of 
another” (Akers, 1997, p. 209). In other words, integration can 
be accomplished by joining theories together or by incorporat- 


ing concepts from other theories into an existing theory. Akers 
has clearly identified concepts of social control theory as adapt- 
able to integration, and the structural components of anomie and 
subculture theories can be used to demonstrate how groups pro- 
duce differential learning experiences (see Akers & Sellers, 
2012, for more on the general nature of social learning). 

Akers more recently has called for more sophisticated 
modeling and testing of the relationship between social learn- 
ing and social structure, a concept originating in Sutherland’s 
differential social organization, and adopted in social learning’s 
earliest assumptions. A number of theorists have responded, 
including some who have examined the ways that social learn- 
ing might mediate the effects of social structure, including 
social disorganization, on crime and delinquency but so far the 
results have been mixed (see, for example, Chan, Heide, & 
Beauregard, 2011; Higgins, Mahoney, & Ricketts, 2009; Holt, 
Burruss, & Bossier, 2010; Meneses & Akers, 2011; Morris & 
Blackburn, 2009; Orcutt & Schwabe, 2012; Rekker, et al., 
2015; Seigmunt, 2016; Verrill, 2008). In our view, social disor- 
ganization approaches are part and parcel of Akers’ social 
structure portion of his learning theory. 


POLICY IMPLICATIONS 


While crime policies have not been directly proposed from 
social learning theories, there are several examples of behavior 
modification projects involving inmates and delinquents. In 
most of these instances, the program has been set up to reward 
inmates or delinquents for correct behavior and to punish incor- 
rect behavior. Often referred to as an “M&M” economy, after 
the popular candy, the treatment scheme is designed to move 
the individual through successive stages of behavior. Beginning 
with a simple behavioral change (e.g., doing nothing wrong for 
10 minutes), the individual progresses through longer and more 
complex steps. At each stage, the individual is rewarded for 
doing something correctly and thereby “learns” the new behav- 
ior. The results of such programs, whether carried out in prison 
or some other controlled environment, have been uniformly 
positive. People can indeed learn to behave in more “correct” 
ways and to keep those behaviors in place. After they leave the 
controlled environment, the learned behaviors tend to disap- 
pear, however. In other words, they learn or relearn behaviors 
appropriate for the regular social environment. The problem for 
these treatment programs is to find ways of making the learned 
behaviors carry over to the outside environment. 

Another policy implication of social learning theories 
involves environmental design. As Jeffery would have put it, the 
more difficult it is to commit a behavior, the less likely an indi- 
vidual will be to do that act. From the perspective of learning 
theory then, the behavior has little probability of being rewarded 
and thus will be extinguished. With this in mind, Jeffery helped 
to design neighborhood convenience (“7—11”) stores so that 
committing a crime is more difficult, the rewards from crime are 
diminished, and the probability of being caught is greater. For 
instance, raising the clerk’s counter and positioning it where it 
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can be seen from outside the store (surveillance) and placing all 
large bills in a locked floor safe are part of the design. The fed- 
eral government and many business corporations have embraced 
environmental design ideas. 

Other potential policy ideas include teaching prosocial 
definitions in schools, encouraging religious training (moral- 
ity), and emphasizing the important values present in law. 
Another central idea is providing school-based instruction that 
emphasizes the importance of current behavior for future life 
opportunities. Learning theories tell us behavior will be based 
on immediate rewards and punishment unless discriminative 


Questions and Weblinks 


Critical Thinking Questions 


1. What do you think criminology can draw from the field of psy- 
chology in trying to explain crime and deviance? 

2. Consider the reasoning of a career criminal, a delinquent, and 
an average citizen. What would be the reinforcements, the 


Practice Essay Questions 


1. According to social learning theory, why do people commit crime? 
2. Discuss Glaser’s theory of differential anticipation and what it 
contributes to our knowledge of social learning. 


Related Websites 


http://www.ojjdp.gov/mpg/litreviews/Alcohol_and_Drug_Therapy 
Education.pdf 

http://www.esludwig.com/uploads/2/6/1/0/26105457/bandura_ 
sociallearningtheory.pdf 

http://psychology.about.com/od/behavioralpsychology/a/schedules. 
htm 
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Rational Theories 


LEARNING OBJECTIVES 


Objective 13.1: Discuss the different elements involved in crime according to lifestyle theory. 


Objective 13.2: Explain the various factors that must interact for crime to occur according to routine 
activities theory. 


Objective 13.3: Describe what is meant by routine activities and how these have changed over time in 
our society. 


Objective 13.4: Outline the process of decision making in committing a crime according to the 
rational choice perspective. 


Objective 13.5: Describe the policies and programs that are suggested by rational theories. 


INTRODUCTION 


An entire group of contemporary theories is referred to as rational theories. Rational theories cover a 
range of psychological and sociological versions. The versions we cover in this chapter are sociological 
in orientation and are alternatively known as “lifestyle” or “routine activities” theories. One psychologi- 
cal variant, cognitive theory (Walters & White, 1989), was briefly examined in Chapter 3 on the Positive 
School. Another older perspective, deterrence, which is also directly associated with rationality and 
which has experienced a revival from the 1970s to the present, has already been discussed in Chapter 2 
on the Classical School. 


THE HERITAGE OF THE THEORY 
The Social Heritage 


The late 1970s and 1980s were a period of conservative thought, politics, and economic policies. Begin- 
ning with the oil crisis and Iranian hostage incident, Americans seemed to feel threatened, and they 
retreated to traditional values. Liberal policies were supplanted, and the term “liberal” even became an 
epithet to be used for political gain by conservatives. Reflecting the mood of the citizenry, politicians 
reinstated conservative governmental policies, increased defense budgets, removed restrictions on busi- 
nesses, and attempted to trim welfare programs. 

For criminal justice and crime, this was a time of crime control and punitive policies. Crimi- 
nals were seen as people who were bad (Wilson, 1975) and who purposefully decided to commit 
criminal acts. They were to be punished because they “deserved it.” Victims’ rights were introduced 
into the criminal justice system, and victims were asked for their opinion about sentences. The coun- 
try decided, as a whole, that more severe punishment would help to solve the crime problem. As a 
result, more prisons were built over a short period of time than ever before. The United States 
declared war on crime and shortly thereafter discovered the drug problem. The country then declared 
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war on drugs and made drugs a problem to be handled by the criminal justice system. Drug 
users and sellers were targeted in a massive law enforcement effort, and the new prisons were 
soon filled to capacity. 

All in all, the 1980s represented a time when U.S. society was punitively oriented and rela- 
tively intolerant. Several political and power groups emerged, each advocating their own position 
with little concern for others. Each group explained why others were not to be trusted, were 
doing bad things to the country, or had incorrect values. Indeed, all these things seemed to come 
together during the Republican Convention in 1992 and probably served as a major reason 
George Bush was not reelected. Against this backdrop, scholars were gaining ideas and reacting 
to popular positions. 


The Intellectual Heritage 


Throughout the 1980s, some criminologists observed that the field was growing theoretically 
stagnant (Braithwaite, 1989; Meier, 1985; Whitehead, 1986; Williams, 1984). The 1970s were 
criticized as unimaginative and lacking creativity for criminological theory. The lone exception 
seemed to be the progressive theorizing present in radical and critical theory (Chambliss, 1975; 
Gordon, 1973; Quinney, 1977; Spitzer, 1975; Tifft, 1979). As the 1980s progressed, however, a 
concern with theoretical criminology seemed to grow. That effort seemed to be balanced with 
popular, antitheoretical positions taken by some writers on crime (Wilson, 1975) and administra- 
tors in government criminal justice circles. Just as rehabilitation was pronounced dead in the 
1970s, so was criminological theorizing pronounced a waste of money and effort in the 1980s. It 
would suffice, we were told, that evil people would be held responsible for their actions and pun- 
ished. Our needs were simple: more efficient criminal justice systems, more prisons, and more 
police officers on the street. 

If people are indeed evil or self-centered, the problem was not how to explain the back- 
ground factors of criminality, but instead to explain how criminals think differently. The criminal 
personality theory of Samuel Yochelson and Stanton Samenow (1976) began the period, but 
criminologists were still sociologically oriented enough to want a more social perspective. Thus, 
scholars returned to some of the central ideas of the old Classical School: rational humans, deter- 
rence, and punishment. In fact, much of the new criminology has been called “neoclassical the- 
ory” by some criminologists (Brown, Esbensen, & Geis, 2010). 

Finally, just as self-report studies had created a new form of evidence for crime theo- 
ries, the emergence of national victimization studies in 1972 provided yet another set of facts 
to be explained. By 1980, victimization statistics had become a mainstay of criminological 
evidence about crime and a variety of national victim data sets were now available for the 
more sophisticated computer analyses that researchers were developing. The Uniform Crime 
Reports: Supplementary Homicide Reports was one of these, and it provided insight into the 
complexity of victim—offender relationships. The field of victimology was growing with 
courses in most criminal justice programs and journals like Victimology, Homicide Studies, 
the Journal of Interpersonal Violence, and Violence Against Women. And, as was probably 
inevitable, these statistics and research provided the fuel for the new rationalist theories and 
a new paradigm for criminology. 


THE THEORETICAL PERSPECTIVE 


With the late 1970s’ emphasis on individual responsibility, criminologists realized no ver- 
sions of theory contained an assumption of a rational, thinking individual. The closest theory 
to include such a criterion was David Matza’s (1964) drift theory, which introduced the “will” 
as a predisposing factor in the decision to commit deviance. Matza did not mean to convey, 
however, that the individual had free will and made a calculated, rational decision to commit 
a delinquent act. Indeed, it is significant that Matza referred to the theory as “soft determin- 
ism” rather than as “soft free will.’ While sociologists were pondering how to introduce ratio- 
nality, economists began discussing crime and, with their usual approach to behavior, assumed 
criminals make a rational decision to commit crime (Becker, 1974, 1976; Ehrlich, 1973). 
Borrowing from the economic approach, today’s rational choice theorists talk in terms of 
opportunities, costs, and benefits when discussing offenders’ decisions to commit crimes. In 
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a sense, the economic approach brought us full circle to the 200-year-old classical position 
that individual behavior is a calculation of gain and pain. Indeed, rationalist theories seem to 
share a common belief that criminal rationality is hedonistic and certain background factors 
lead to such a result. 

The beginnings of rational theory were sociological in orientation and relied on the new 
victimization statistics. Variously called lifestyle theory (Hindelang, Gottfredson, & Garofalo, 
1978), routine activities theory (Cohen & Felson, 1979), opportunity perspective (Mayhew, 
Clarke, Sturman, & Hough, 1976), or the rational choice model (Cornish & Clarke, 1986), the 
idea was to describe the factors one would expect to find in aggregate decisions to commit crime. 
Those decisions were expected to reflect ease of committing crime, the availability of worth- 
while targets, and the anticipated presence of witnesses. 


Routine Activities Theory 


The routine activities perspective advanced by Larry Cohen and Marcus Felson (1979), initially 
viewed as a very practical look at crime, gained popularity, and became a staple of the 1980s. 
One reason for its popularity was the easy connection with the burgeoning interest in victimol- 
ogy and a new ecological crime prevention approach. The major reason, however, was the resur- 
gence of assumptions about the nature of humans as rational beings. Either way, routine activity 
theory clearly has been an important contribution to criminology. 

Routine activity theory basically states that the volume of criminal offenses is related to 
the nature of everyday patterns of social interaction. As the pattern of social interaction changes, 
so does the number of crimes. Cohen and Felson drew heavily from the work of Amos Hawley 
(1950), who had sketched out a popular theory of human ecology. Hawley emphasized the nature 
of routine activities as an essential part of everyday life. Routine activity means any commonly 
occurring social activity providing for basic needs. Examples include formal work, leisure pur- 
suits, obtaining shelter, child rearing, grocery shopping, and sleeping. As social change disrupts 
or changes routine activities, social disorganization can occur. In emphasizing both social disor- 
ganization and ecology, routine activities theory can be considered a continuation of the work of 
the Chicago School. 

Cohen and Felson’s theory has three major areas of focus for a predatory criminal event or, 
perhaps more appropriately, a victimization event. First, they said there must be a motivated 
offender. They were not particularly concerned with this factor, however. Existing criminological 
theories uniformly focus on the offender and the influences motivating him or her to an offense; 
Cohen and Felson wanted to examine the other pieces of the puzzle. Second, they speculated 
there must be a suitable target: that is, something worth stealing or taking, or that has the appear- 
ance of worth. Third, they said there must be an absence of a capable guardian: no one present 
who could prevent the occurrence of the crime. 

In addition to these three elements, Cohen and Felson were concerned with changes in 
society, particularly those leading to social disorganization. As routine activities change, so does 
crime opportunity. In fact, they suggested that social changes since World War II led to routine 
activities taking place farther from the home, thus creating greater opportunities for crime. 
Indeed, under this reasoning, ecological and environmental factors suggest certain areas will be 
more prone to crime than others. 

These ingredients come together as follows. Routine activities serve to bring offenders and 
victims into contact and create a convergence in time and space of motivated offenders, suitable 
targets, and absence of guardians. If one of these components is missing, crime is not likely to 
happen. However, if all components are present (and even one element is strengthened), the 
probability of crime increases. Because of routine activities, suitable victims (or targets) are 
found more frequently in some settings than in others. For example, work schedules present 
opportunities for burglary by presenting a suitable target (a house) with few guardians (people at 
home). Social changes such as an increased number of women in the work force have resulted in 
fewer people at home during work hours, thereby increasing the probability of a successful bur- 
glary. Moreover, Cohen and Felson argue that the changes that have taken place in American 
society have resulted in greater interaction with motivated offenders, more suitable targets, and a 
greater absence of guardians. Even if the number of motivated offenders does not increase, crime 
will be greater because of the increase in the latter two elements. 
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The theory can be used to explain rates of victimization for specific crimes. Based on dif- 
ferences in their routine activities, certain individuals will be more susceptible than others to 
robbery, burglary, rape, and homicide. Similarly, certain locations are more susceptible to crime 
because of the type of activities and the amount of social activity present. As areas gain a reputa- 
tion for being crime “hot spots” (the most crime-ridden places in the city), feedback occurs, and 
fewer people go there at certain times. As a result, the absence of guardians is even greater, and 
offenders define more individuals in the area as suitable victims. Hot spots themselves can be 
determined empirically by finding their geographical centers and then mapping their boundaries. 

Routine activity theory has also been extended to offenders in an attempt to explain what 
may facilitate crime. Marcus Felson has explored the implications of routine activities for offend- 
ers (1986, 1994, 2002, and with Boba, 2010), as have others. One of his additions involves the 
concept of “handlers,” which he implies is a combination of an offender having social bonds 
(handles) and the availability of prosocial adult who can use those handles to restrain offending 
(Felson, 1986). This concept has since been elaborated by John Eck (2001, 2003; Tillyer & Eck, 
2011). A number of recent studies have continued to work on the idea that unstructured and 
unsupervised socializing among young adults (a routine activity) can increase deviance. This 
happens because of an absence of authority figures, a reduction in social control responses, avail- 
able unsupervised time, and an increase in the probability of reward for deviant behavior. The 
roles of alcohol, a sports environment, and fraternities on college campuses have also been 
examined (Gilbertson, 2006; Jackson, Gilliland, & Veneziano, 2006). Thus, the routine activities 
approach, which originally encompassed only victimization, is now a theory of offending as well 
and such concepts as target attractiveness, degree of exposure to deviant lifestyles and level of 
exposure to other offenders (Spano & Freilich, 2009). 


Lifestyle Theory 


The question of risk is central to the theoretical perspective developed by Michael Hindelang 
et al. (1978). In short, they wanted to know why certain groups of people are at greater risk of 
being victims of crime than others. Their answer is that patterned activities, or lifestyles, of indi- 
viduals lead to differential victimization rates. These lifestyles are characterized by daily func- 
tions involving both work and leisure activities. 

Lifestyles are influenced by three basic elements. First, the social roles played by people in 
society. Based on the expectations of others, people conduct themselves in certain ways and con- 
struct lifestyles more or less conducive to victimization. For this reason, young persons are more 
frequently victimized because they have social roles that require frequent social activities outside 
the home, particularly at night. The second element is position in the social structure. Generally, 
the higher one’s position, the lower the risk of victimization—largely because of the kind of 
activities in which one engages and the places one frequents. The third element is a “rational 
component,” in which decisions are made about which behaviors are desirable. Based on one’s 
social role and structural position, decisions can be made to restrict routine behaviors to rela- 
tively safe ones or to accept risk. Young people tend to enhance their victimization probabilities 
by choosing to engage in activities in time and space with greater risk levels, such as going to 
nightclubs or attending sporting events. 

When lifestyle variations are taken into account, victimization experiences and potential 
victimizations are relatively predictable. For those whose social and structural background cre- 
ates greater interaction with offenders and places conducive to crime, there is indeed a greater 
risk of victimization. Similarly, individuals of higher social class engage in fewer routine activi- 
ties (i.e., have a lifestyle) that involve crossing paths with fewer criminals (at least of the street- 
criminal variety). Such risks can be decreased, or increased, beyond the levels normally expected 
for one’s group by the conscious decisions individuals make to engage in certain lifestyles. 


The Rational Choice Perspective 


A final approach to rational theory is a more generic one: rational choice theory. Identified most 
strongly with Derek Cornish and Ronald Clarke (1986, 1987), there are many criminologists 
who have embraced at least some part of the perspective, including Travis Hirschi (1986). Ratio- 
nal choice theory explains offender motivation to crime as an attempt to meet commonplace 
needs. Rationality is the decision-making process of determining the opportunities for meeting 
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Summary 


those needs, the potential costs of action, and the anticipated benefits. Full rationality is not 
required by the perspective, nor is the offender assumed to be sophisticated in his or her decision 
making. Adequate or accurate information is not even necessary. Thus, it is more precise to say 
the offender demonstrates limited rationality. 

Rational choice theorists separate decision making into two different areas: involvement 
decisions and event decisions. Involvement decisions are those in which the choice is made to 
become involved in an offense, continue with an offense, or withdraw from an offense. These 
types of decisions are instrumental in the weighing of costs and benefits. Ken Tunnell (1992), 
for instance, found in his interviews with repetitive property offenders that money was the pri- 
mary motivation for decisions to engage in crime. Indeed, other motivations were rare, leaving 
a quick and easy way to gain resources as the dominant force in the offenders’ thinking. The 
other form of decision making, event decisions, is that in which the tactics of carrying out an 
offense (the demands placed on the offender) are determined. If the tactics are easy, the involve- 
ment decision gains potential benefits. If the tactics are difficult, the involvement decision loses 
potential benefits. 

The tactics issue also suggests that there are crime-specific decisions to be made. Because 
the demands of committing an offense vary by the offense itself, one can assume rational choices 
are themselves crime specific. In addition, the needs of offenders vary—as do the needs offenses 
will meet. Therefore, rational choice theorists view the needs/demands choices as crime specific 
and focus on the prevention of individual crime types, rather than on a general approach to pre- 
venting crime (such as deterrence). Each form of crime offers different “choice-structuring prop- 
erties” where a combination of availability and attractiveness can appeal to certain individuals at 
certain times. 

Crime prevention under this model, then, is based on decreasing opportunity and 
attractiveness of specific crimes. Cornish and Clarke recommend drawing up lists of choice- 
structuring properties for various types of crime. Each list would be used to design greater cost 
into the offense and reduce its attractiveness. To build such lists, more information is needed 
about the ecological distribution of crimes and offenders’ perceptions of opportunities, costs, and 
benefits. Because the theoretical perspective has obvious direct policy implications, rational 
choice theory has been popular within governmental circles, and particularly so within the crim- 
inological research centers of Great Britain. 


CLASSIFICATION OF THE THEORY 


As a whole, rational theories represent a return to some of the concerns of the old Classical 
School. They assume people have the capacity to make their own decisions, yet most of the theo- 
ries also restrict those decisions by including the effects of the environment or social structure. 
Therefore, rational theories are primarily characterized by “soft free will” and are classical. They 
are also consensus oriented because they assume an individual who decides to commit a crime 
chooses to behave in opposition to the established order of society. In addition, the approach 
tends to be more process oriented and microtheoretical, with an emphasis on the individual mak- 
ing the decision. This is not always the case, however. Some versions are more concerned with 
the structural and environmental considerations that influence choices; thus, these are more mac- 
rotheoretical in character. In short, there are a number of variations within the general perspec- 
tive of rational theory. As opposed to most earlier theories, however, the most distinctive feature 
of rational theory is the free-will, individualistic assumption. 


MAJOR POINTS OF THE RATIONAL THEORY MODEL 3. Conditions of life are the chief determinants of social 


1. Humans live in a world in which behavior is partially 
determined and partially free will. 
ei 3 4 
2. Social structures and institutions create the conditions of 
life for individuals in society. 


interactions between people in society and the social 
activities in which those people engage. 

. Social interactions and activities create generalized lifestyles, 
or routine activities, for groups in society. Those lifestyles 
are more conducive to some pursuits, and less so to others. 


5. To the extent crime occurs in society, lifestyles are a 
critical element in placing people at risk of victimiza- 
tion and in generating needs that offenders wish to 
satisfy. 

6. As changes in society produce changes in lifestyles, the 
general risk of victimization and probability of offending 
changes accordingly. 
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7. Individuals may introduce variation into their general 
victimization risk through conscious decisions to follow 
or avoid certain activities and areas. Similarly, offenders 
may increase or decrease their opportunities and costs. 

8. Those individuals who make lifestyle choices with 
increased exposure are increasing their risk of victimization 
by enhancing the cost-benefit gains of potential offenders. 


Epilogue: Current Directions and Policy Implications 


CURRENT DIRECTIONS 


Rational theories are popular today, although in various 
versions, some of which have other theoretical elements. 
They combine elements from the old Chicago School, 
newer ways of looking at communities, concepts from envi- 
ronmental design, and even social learning and control the- 
ories. In one sense, they offer a promising approach to 
integrating knowledge and research findings on ecological 
areas with popular opinion stressing individual moral 
responsibility for one’s actions. While we have introduced 
three different types of rational theories, the fact is most 
researchers and theorists have tended to combine both rou- 
tine activities and lifestyle approaches into a generic ratio- 
nal choice model (see Ken Tunnell’s Choosing Crime 
[1992] for one attempt to explain property crime). One of 
the results of this is to generate a victim/offender model 
that can be called a “criminal event.” The advantage of this 
is to remind us that offenders and victims should, perhaps, 
not be explained separately. Pratt and Turanovic (2015), 
however, note that the difference between routine activities 
and lifestyle theories is indeed important. The former pres- 
ents crime/victimization as essentially a fait accompli if all 
three of the elements are present (otherwise no crime) while 
the latter presents the various types of risk as increasing the 
probability of crime/victimization. 

Because much of the rational choice perspective is 
derived from an economic model assuming rationality of peo- 
ple, a recent rejection of this model by a substantial number of 
economists gives pause to a full acceptance of the criminologi- 
cal versions. Indeed, a Nobel Prize was awarded to an econo- 
mist for demonstrating in part that people make somewhat 
irrational decisions under various circumstances. Some crimi- 
nologists also have questioned the validity of the perspective 
(see Moran, 1996; Mustaine & Tewksbury, 1998). While 
research on routine activity, in particular, has been popular, 
only one meta-analysis of the research has been done. In sum- 
marizing their analytical findings, Spano and Freilich (2009, 
p. 311) found the research results mixed and support was likely 
to be “more concentrated in samples of college students, ado- 
lescent or college age samples.” 

Newer interest in the generic rational approach has 
been primarily in combination with geographical or crime 
pattern theory (see, for instance, Huisman and van Erp, 
2013). On the other hand, the questioning of its assumption 


of rational decision making has led to research finding dimin- 
ished rational capacity for drunken driving, sexual behaviors, 
and even biological characteristics such as low resting heart 
rate (Armstrong and Boutwell, 2012). Others, such as Van 
Gelder (2013), have argued that emotional affect at the time 
of decision-making is critical to rationality and Takahashi 
(2012) has introduced neurobiological and neuroendocrino- 
logical factors into criminal decision making. Meanwhile, 
routine activities theory remains alive and well, with some of 
its elements being reconceptualized (e.g., guardianship, see 
Hollis, Felson, & Welsh, 2013). 


POLICY IMPLICATIONS 


One of the major advantages to rational theories is they are 
practical and relevant to policy. First, they give permission 
for punishment of offenders, because offenders are respon- 
sible for their actions and make purposeful decisions to 
commit crime. This, then, is a politically popular approach 
to crime causation. Criminals can be punished because they 
deserve it and they should have known better. Second, ratio- 
nal theories emphasize victims. Victim assistance programs 
help prepare victims for the criminal justice process, intro- 
duce victim testimony to ensure just deserts for offenders, 
and increase the chances of conviction. They also place 
some responsibility on potential victims to recognize risk 
and take preventive measures to avoid being a target. This 
includes staying away from high-risk places, people, and 
activities, such as bars in “bad” neighborhoods or auto- 
mated teller machines at night. Third, the concepts of capa- 
ble guardians and suitable targets yield a number of 
environmental design options. Potential areas of change 
include increasing surveillance in neighborhoods (neigh- 
borhood watch programs, Guardian Angels, volunteer civil- 
ian patrols), target hardening with deadbolt locks and 
burglar bars, and placing more lights in poorly lit areas. 
Paul Brantingham and Patricia Brantingham (1981, 1991, 
1993) and others have additionally espoused the connec- 
tions between rational theories and crime opportunities 
related to place and developed a geospatial, environmental 
criminology to examine those connections. The findings 
and methodologies related to this criminology are adding to 
our knowledge of how both offenders and victims interact 
in their routine activities. From this, we can begin to design 
areas to reduce crime. 
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Questions and Weblinks 


Critical Thinking Questions 


1. According to theories discussed in this chapter, what can people 
do to prevent being victimized? Do we seem to blame victims who 
do not seem to do enough to avoid exposure to crime? 

2. Certain people and places appear to be more likely to experience 
crime according to rational theories, can you think of some exam- 
ples of this? 


Practice Essay Questions 


1. Explain how crime theorists would describe a high-risk lifestyle. 

2. What is meant by “soft” free will and how is this related to crime? 

3. Describe the types of data that would be collected by routine 
activities theorists. 


Related Websites 


Hot Spots 
https://www.ncjrs.gov/pdffiles 1/ojjdp/23 1575.pdf 


National Crime Prevention Council 
http://www.ncpc.org/ 


Neighborhood Watch Program 
http://www.nnw.org/ 
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Contemporary Theories 
of Process 


LEARNING OBJECTIVES 


Objective 14.1: Describe strain theory and how it is related to the concept of anomiestudied earlier. 
Objective 14.2: Explain the concept of social capital and its use in criminological theory. 
Objective 14.3: Discuss developmental theories in general and the research evidence on them. 


Objective 14.4: Highlight some of the anticrime policies that would be consistent with the theories 
described in this chapter. 


Objective 14.5: Identify the major principles of low self-control theory and their implications for 
crime and delinquency. 


INTRODUCTION 


Previous chapters explored explanations of crime and criminality from the perspective of rational and 
feminist thought, and the adaptations of older theories have been noted at the end of each of their 
respective chapters. Contemporary theories, though, are more diverse than suggested by these reviews. 
Some of the recent (say from 1985 to the present) perspectives are quite complex and conceptually dif- 
ferent from preceding work. In this chapter, then, we provide an overview of three theoretical direc- 
tions that have proven popular among criminologists in the new century. 


THE HERITAGE OF CONTEMPORARY THEORY 


The 1980s and 1990s were socially a period of conservatism. Two generations of birth cohorts 
emerged during that time, the first called the “me generation” and the second called the “X genera- 
tion.” Both were products of a reaction to the exuberant 1960s and 1970s and their names were expres- 
sions of the concern with self that eventually culminated with a “lost” generation (one that was not 
paid much attention). The feeling during this period, as noted in the chapter on rational theories, was 
that individuals controlled their lives. The 1960s-based social perspectives were clearly being rejected. 
In fact, it was not unusual to find humor in cartoons with criminals explaining that “society made 
them do it.” The emerging social and political conservatism fostered a feeling that individual respon- 
sibility and restraint were the crucial ingredients in resisting deviance. How one learned responsibility 
and restraint, however, needed to be explained. The general answer was that correct values, learned 
from one’s parents, were the ticket to avoiding problems in life. Of course, the issue of whose values 
were to be learned was a critical one. Certain societal groups felt that their values were the correct 
ones and attempted to have those values placed into lawin a process not dissimilar to that discussed 
earlier in the chapter on conflict theory. 

Since around 2000, it appears that either the events assisting a creative period dissipated or crim- 
inology decided to sit back and take stock of its work. Regardless, the period of new theorizing seems 
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to have tapered off. Indeed, a consensus appears to be building that three contemporary theoreti- 
cal approaches, general strain theory, self-control theory, and developmental or life-course theory 
(along with an older one, social learning theory) are the new dominant perspectives. Of the three 
new ones, self-control theory appears to be the most popular. An intriguing element is that all are 
based on older theoretical models and evidence: general strain theory from anomie theory, self- 
control theory from social control, and life-course theory in both social control and data collected 
by Sheldon and Eleanor Glueck in the 1950s. Perhaps this means that we have returned to more 
“comfortable” theories or even that there is a dominant, mainstream force that governs the popu- 
larity of theory. Each one, though, adds substantial nuances to the original formulations. 

There is another element in common among the three approaches in this chapter: the 
importance of factors in early life. General strain theory examines the effect of stress and frustra- 
tion among school-age children, self-control theory focuses on early parenting, and life-course 
perspectives deal with child development (although they then argue that early developmental 
factors can be overcome later in life). In one sense, this attention to early childhood development 
and school reflects the social and political concerns of the 1980s that families had fallen apart 
and permissive parenting had led to children being raised without “proper” values. In the midst 
of this concern with children, it seems that mainstream criminology also became convinced that 
crime is a product of what happens to children, particularly at early ages. 


MODERN STRAIN THEORY 


Anomie, or strain, theory was originally a structural theory focusing on the effect of cultural 
change and inequality. Given the focus of more recent theories, it was perhaps predictable that 
criminologists would attempt to find ways to bring strain to the processual, or personal, level. 
Theories emerged during the 1980s and 1990s to do just that. 


General Strain Theory 


This best known of the contemporary versions of process-oriented strain theory is the result of 
the work of Robert Agnew. Agnew (1985, 1989, 1992, 2001, 2007a, 2015) contends that tradi- 
tional strain theories look at problems achieving positively valued goals, that is, the inability to 
achieve what one wants. But, he argues, just as an individual’s goals can be blocked, so can the 
ability to avoid undesirable situations or stressful life events. Therefore, he adds another theo- 
retical ingredient: the avoidance of painful (or negative) events or conditions (i.e., those one 
dislikes). There are two general types of strains: objective and subjective. Objective strains are 
those most people in a given group would commonly dislike. Subjective strains are more closely 
tied to what an individual might find personally objectionable. Both types of strains involve 
being faced with the loss of positively valued stimuli (examples, according to Agnew [2015, 
p. 239] might be “money, material possessions, and romantic partners”) or with the presentation 
of negative stimuli, normally referred to as stressors (which could be “verbal and physical abuse” 
[p. 239]). In addition to the presence of strains themselves, there is the issue of the strength of the 
strain. Those more likely to generate crime are higher in severity, length, frequency, and tend to 
be perceived as long-term. Agnew also says that crime-producing strains also represent a threat 
to what an individual holds most important (identity, needs, values, etc.) 

These negative relationships and the generation of anger, frustration, and other negative 
emotions can pressure one toward crime and delinquency. In addition, they can reduce social 
control surrounding the individual. Individuals with the greatest access to coping mechanisms 
are more likely to be conforming. However, a lack of coping mechanisms or perhaps a large 
number of nonconforming coping mechanisms opens the individual up to deviance. For instance, 
a juvenile may not be able to avoid a bad family situation or dropping out of school as a solution 
to poor grades, or even hiding from peer rejection. All these situations may yield levels of frus- 
tration and anger as high as those from blocked aspirations or immediate goals. The ability to 
cope with these negative situations is critical to the production of deviance. Coping mechanisms 
include skills one might have, as well as alternative avenues of behavior, and even intelligence. 

When both positive blockage and negative avoidance are combined, the stress levels sug- 
gest that we can expect the highest rates of delinquency or deviance. Agnew (2007b, p. 4782) 
says that stressful ingredients whose combination is most likely to lead to crime involve 
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(1) events thought of as unjust, (2) stimuli strong in stress, (3) low social control, and (4) yielding 
to pressure to engage in criminal coping. As is obvious, the theory draws from factors producing 
low social control, rational thinking (calculating the damage from criminal coping), and person- 
ality features (in particular one’s susceptibility to strong emotions). 

A final issue is that of connecting the variables that influence strain and coping strategies 
resulting in crime. Agnew (2013) has clarified his theory to specify that a set of these influencing 
variables is necessary because any individual variable has only a weak effect on the choice of any 
of a large number of possible coping strategies. Further, there are many coping strategies that do 
not result in crime; thus, it is only the criminogenic ones that are influential. Combining a set of 
influencing variables with crime-conducive strains and circumstances will result in the choice of 
those strategies most conducive to criminal coping. The chronic presence of strain can make an 
individual more susceptible and sensitive to future strain, thus increasing reactivity and crimino- 
genic coping mechanisms. 

General strain theory has thus far received support from a number of research studies 
(Agnew, Cullen, Burton, Evans, & Dunaway, 1996; Agnew & White, 1992; Broidy & Agnew, 
1997; Hoffman & Su, 1997; Paternoster & Mazerolle, 1994). In one study, Garase (2006) found 
strain to be related to road rage; however, she also found that both females and minorities were 
less likely to participate in road rage. In another study, Piquero and Sealock (2004) attempted to 
distinguish gender differences in strain and found that although males and females may experi- 
ence similar levels of strain, they seem to identify negative emotions differently (anger, depres- 
sion) and may have different coping strategies for them including involvement with peers in 
delinquent activity. Overall, general strain theory has been of interest to criminologists who con- 
tinue to feel there is value to the old anomie perspective. 

It is worth noting that Agnew has proposed two different new theories over the past decade 
or so. The earliest, first elaborated in 2005, is an integrative theory. It uses the concept of five life 
domains in an attempt to unify and make sense of criminology’s many theories. These life domains 
accumulate the primary predictors of crime and delinquency from other theories into self, family, 
school, peer, and work domains which add motivations towards and constraints against crime. 
Because it is new, this theory is just beginning to see confirmatory research (Cochran, 2015; Ngo 
and Paternoster, 2014; Ngo, Paternoster, Cullen, & Mackenzie, 2011; Turanovic & Pratt, 2013). 
The second approach, referred to as a “unified theory of crime” (Agnew, 2011, 2014; Rebellon, 
Barnes, & Agnew, 2015) is also an integrative perspective. It can be viewed as an extension of the 
earlier general theory with the inclusion of biosocial factors. At this point, there is a bit of critical 
discussion (see the 2012 special issue of the Journal of Theoretical and Philosophical Criminol- 
ogy, and in particular, the article by Unnever [2012]) but no research of which we are aware. 


MODERN SOCIAL CONTROL THEORY 


Social control theory, specifically Travis Hirschi’s version, has been the most popular of all 
criminological theories for the past 30 years. The most recent version of social control theory is 
Michael Gottfredson and Travis Hirschi’s “general theory of crime” or, as it has been popularly 
called, “self-control theory” (an earlier version was entitled “propensity-event theory”). In three 
articles and one book (Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1989, 1990; Hirschi & Gottfredson, 1983, 1989), 
Gottfredson and Hirschi present a theory of crime based on an examination of both crime and 
criminality. Its key ingredients are underlying propensities (crime proneness) and the conditions 
under which these propensities translate into crime. 

First, Gottfredson and Hirschi redefine the concept of crime to allow more latitude in cap- 
turing various forms of criminality. They did this primarily because white-collar crimes are not 
normally recognized by most existing theories. Their new definition of crime is “acts of force or 
fraud undertaken in the pursuit of self-interest” (1990, p. 15, emphasis added). While apparently 
broader than some legal definitions of crime, this definition may not capture some forms of 
crime, such as crimes of accident or negligence. However, the definition does serve a broader 
theoretical interest and provides focus to what Gottfredson and Hirschi mean to explain. Further, 
the definition is compatible with Hirschi’s social control assumption that people are, by nature, 
self-interested(see the discussion in Chapter 11). The authors further state that crimes are excit- 
ing for the offender particularly because of the involvement of risk or thrills, and most acts 
require little planning or skill and involve few long-lasting or substantial benefit. 
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Second, Gottfredson and Hirschi reject the traditional core concepts of other criminologi- 
cal theories, particularly class and race. Indeed, they maintain that these concepts are ambiguous 
enough to be relatively useless. The concepts are still with us, the authors claim, because they are 
at the very core of sociology. Better, however, is to view crime by its common characteristics: 
immediate gratification; easy or simple gratification; exciting, risky, or thrilling; few or meager 
long-term benefits; little skill or planning; and pain and discomfort for the victim (1990, p. 89). 
These characteristics convinced Gottfredson and Hirschi that crime is basically a problem of low 
“self-control.” This new core concept, “self-control,” is essentially derived from Hirschi’s earlier 
social control theory but is more focused on the individual rather than on external sources of 
control. Self-control is defined as “the idea that people also differ in the extent to which they are 
vulnerable to the temptations of the moment” (1990, p. 87) or, in other words, their ability to 
restrain themselves. Hirschi (2004, pp. 543-544) has redefined self-control (as we noted in 
Chapter 11) to make it more compatible with social control concepts. The new definition is that 
self-control is the presence of inhibitions derived from the elements of the bond (in social control 
theory) and carried with the individual. Because elements of the bond are provided through the 
external process of social control, this could make an inherent trait of impulsivity a questionable 
measure of the theory. 

Commensurate with Hirschi’s assumptions behind social control theory, the new theory 
also presumes criminals have no special motivations (or needs and desires). All individuals have 
access to the same motivations. The real problem is self-control. Low self-control yields a higher 
probability that an individual will engage in crime, whereas high self-control yields a low prob- 
ability for criminal behavior (1990, p. 89). 

The general theory of crime declares individuals have certain traits, among them impulsiv- 
ity, insensitivity, self-centeredness, and lower-than-average intelligence. These traits affect low 
social control mainly by affecting an individual’s ability to accurately calculate the consequences 
of an action (1990, p. 95). Gottfredson and Hirschi argue that these traits are established early 
(by age eight) and persist throughout life. They view child-rearing practices as the major influ- 
ence on the formation of certain propensities (1990, p. 97). Child-rearing is primarily the par- 
ents’ responsibility but may include other caregivers, as for example teachers, relatives, and good 
friends. Inadequate child-rearing practices affect traits in ways that are conducive to criminality. 
These traits are often associated with particular social settings and thus are difficult to separate 
from those settings. The relationship of these traits with crime is less than perfect because they 
are not necessary conditions for crime and, in fact, will reveal themselves in noncriminal activi- 
ties as well. Those other activities, though, may share some of the characteristics of crime (e.g., 
alcohol or drug use). In short, Gottfredson and Hirschi assume criminality traits are naturally 
present and “in the absence of socialization the child will tend to be high on crime potential” 
(1989, p. 61). 

Crime, on the other hand, is viewed by Gottfredson and Hirschi as an event in time and 
space, and several factors may need to be present for a crime to occur. This aspect of self- 
control theory is derived from Gottfredson’s (Hindelang, Gottfredson, & Garofalo, 1978) ear- 
lier foray into opportunity or routine activity theories, a form of rational theory (Gottfredson, 
2007, p. 4164). As a result, the concept of opportunity plays an important part in self-control 
theory. Crime has an attractiveness to those with propensities toward it, thus the crime- 
propensity affinity entices individuals and promises pleasure. The rationalist perspective of the 
theory proposes that the crime event must be capable of gratifying the offender, and the conse- 
quences (perceived or real) must not overcome the pleasure to be gained from the event. Of 
course, the event requires certain conditions, namely that there be some potential target and 
that the situation suggests a lack of undesirable consequences. There may also be internal con- 
ditions (strength, speed, presence of alcohol) assisting in the evaluation of the event. The pres- 
ence of opportunity for crime, as a unique feature of the theory, has been rejected by 
Gottfredson and Hirschi (2003) because they claim that crime’s simplistic nature means that 
opportunities for crime are literally always present. 

For example, in an illegal drag race that resulted in the death of two teens, the driver admit- 
ted he was cheered and jeered into the activity by others in the crowd. He also perceived that it 
was the responsibility of others to have stopped him, saying he felt that somebody should have 
stopped him or taken his keys. Another youth charged with stealing a car and joyriding until 
crashing into a parked train killing all four passengers had methamphetamines, marijuana, and 
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other drugs in his system at the time of the crash. His defense strategy seemed to include blaming 
the train that had no reflective material and the railroad crossing that had no flashing lights or 
crossing arms. His grandmother argued that “kids get in trouble no matter how close you watch 
them,” an attitude that may have condoned, if not encouraged, his actions. This would be particu- 
larly true if no consequences were anticipated (George, 2007). 

Finally, Gottfredson and Hirschi note that their theory does not require an individual with 
low self-control to commit a crime. In fact, low self-control results in a wide variety of behaviors, 
only one of which is crime. Because of this, they believe any action taken to raise self-control 
will not only affect crime but also decrease other undesirable social behaviors (for instance, tru- 
ancy, runaway, aggression, auto accidents, and alcohol abuse). Thus, there is no displacement 
effect to other forms of deviance when crime is lowered. 

The combination of propensity and event within one theory shows promise. It accepts psy- 
chological, and even biological, evidence about individual differences, while highlighting the 
social setting that provides for patterns of both child-rearing practices and structured events. 
Thus, the theory tolerates variation from a variety of sources and even maintains that other, simi- 
larly pleasurable, behavioral events may substitute for crime. This, however, may also be one of 
the theory’s greatest problems: the prediction of crime requires the identification and prediction 
of other outcome events as well, such as drug use, aggression, and truancy. 

Some criminologists have identified other problems. Jason Kissner (2008), for example, 
analyzes the theory and finds logical inconsistencies in the precipitating factors of rational judg- 
ment and parental management as specified by the theory. Others, such as Kenneth Polk (1991) 
and Charles Tittle (1991), find fault with the evidence used by Gottfredson and Hirschi. He claims 
they have conveniently overlooked evidence that would be damaging to their theory and declared 
evidence on their side as “good” evidence. He and Ron Akers (1991) also feel the definition of 
crime is too restrictive and there are non-self-interested crimes that lie outside the purview of the 
theory. Akers believes Gottfredson and Hirschi have overstated the view that their theory opposes 
all other contemporary crime theories. In fact, Akers views much of the general theory as compat- 
ible with his own social learning theory (Akers, 1998). In addition, Gil Geis (2000, 2008) has also 
issued stinging critiques of the theory ranging from challenging the main concepts to questioning 
the motives behind the “explaining away of inconvenient research.” Finally, Robert Agnew (2014) 
has proposed an extension of the theory by adding social concern as a core agent in the mediation 
of self-interest. He argues that social concern is at least partially biologically-ingrained in humans 
as a necessary function for close ties, group cooperation, caring and morality. In general it medi- 
ates the effect of self-interest by reducing the motivation to crime. 


Research on Low Self-Control 


Overall, data on crime support the idea that offenders are predominantly young and impulsive 
and that most offenses, while discomforting to victims, are less dramatic than sensationalized 
media accounts convey. To date, research on self-control theory has been supportive, though 
frequently the researchers tend to add other factors to the theory (Beaver, DeLisi, Vaughn, & 
Wright, 2010; Cretacci, 2008; Hensley, Tung, Xu, Gray-Ray, & Ray, 1999; Pratt & Cullen, 2000; 
Wai Ting Cheung & Cheung, 2010). Grasmick, Tittle, Bursik, and Arneklev (1993) developed a 
scale that measures low self-control using six dimensions identified in the theory: impulsivity, 
desire for simple tasks, preference for physical activity, self-centeredness, risk seeking, and 
temper. This scale has been widely used in testing the theory. One of the problems is that 


Major Points of Low Self-control Theory 


1. Humans naturally act in a self-interested fashion. 4. Low levels of self-control result in high frequencies of 

2. Socialization and training are necessary to restrict human short-term, pleasure-seeking behaviors. 
self-interest and create self-control. 5. Crime is among the various self-interested behaviors. 

3. Improper or inadequate child-rearing practices result in 6. Increasing self-control results in lower levels of crime and 
traits that lend themselves to low levels of self-control and other allied behaviors. 


poor social bonding. 
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Hirschi (2004) has suggested that such scales do not accurately measure the self-control concept 
and has offered his own scale based on his previous social control work and a redefined version 
of self-control. At present, there are few studies using this new approach (but see Cretacci, 2009; 
Cretacci, Rivera, & Ding, 2009; Piquero & Bouffard, 2007). Still, research using previous ver- 
sions of self-control measurements continues to support the theory. 

Self-control is, according to the theory, a relatively stable characteristic over the life of the 
individual. Thus, research indicating that offenders do not specialize as much as believed would 
support low self-control. For example, sex offenders have been found to commit a wide range of 
offenses, many in relation to low self-control (Buzzel, Foss, & Middleton, 2006; Cleary, 2004). 
Still, the stability of self-control as the product of child-rearing is the one point about which 
research seems uncertain. For instance, Beaver, Wright, and DeLisi (2007) found that self-control 
was stable in a sample of adolescents, but the stability appeared to be due to genetic factors 
rather than child-rearing and their further research (Beaver et al., 2010) appears to confirm this. 
There are also theoretical alternatives to the stability position. Robert Sampson and John Laub 
(1993, 1995) have produced a theory of developmental change over the life course (see the dis- 
cussion below) based on contrary evidence to the self-control position. In fact, Pratt (2016) sug- 
gests an integration of self-control theory with life-course theory. He does this by treating 
self-control as a dynamic rather than a static variable (as Gottfredson and Hirschi do). Once self- 
control is free to vary over time, it can be used to explain how some people might self-select into 
different turning point directions. 

Another major point of the theory is that it is a “general” theory; thus, it explains any behav- 
ior falling within its range. Benson and Moore (1992) have examined white-collar offenders and 
present evidence they may be different from other offenders (particularly “typical” street-crime 
offenders) (see also Reed & Yeager, 1996). David Friedrichs and Martin Schwartz (2008) also see 
a paradox in explaining what they view as high-self-control white-collar offenders as having low 
self-control. Others have questioned the theory’s utility for explaining drug use (Goode, 2008) and 
violence (Felson & Osgood, 2008). Thus, the “general” claim may still be questionable. 


Self-Control Theory and Policy 


In contrast to many other theoretical presentations, Gottfredson and Hirschi (1990, pp. 255-275) 
expressly treat policy implications. First, they believe that from the perspective of the theory 
certain existing policies are useless. Short-term changes in arrest rates or length of sentences do 
not substantially affect estimates of consequences. Second, programs that attack assumed causes 
of delinquency, such as truancy, will not reduce crime because both truancy and delinquency are 
symptoms of low self-control. Third, attacking crime by reducing poverty or other social ills 
assumed to drive people into crime will have no effect because these things do not result in 
“overwhelming impulses to commit crime” (1990, p. 256). 

Policies that low self-control theory would advocate include programs to properly socialize 
children within the first six to eight years of life. Indeed, Gottfredson and Hirschi explicitly state 
“policies directed toward enhancement of the ability of familial institutions to socialize children 
are the only realistic long-term state policies with potential for substantial crime reduction” 
(1990, pp. 272-273). By familial institutions, however, they do not necessarily mean the tradi- 
tional family itself. Potential program emphases include training in parenting, instilling disci- 
pline in children, and teaching responsibility. Gottfredson, for instance, sees “considerable 
promise” in providing childcare resources for high-risk groups (2007, p. 4165). Another policy 
direction of reducing the attractiveness of criminal events would be more difficult to accomplish. 
Perhaps the best direction here can be found in environmental design concepts, with changes that 
make crime more difficult to commit. 


MODERN DEVELOPMENTAL THEORIES 


In contrast to Gottfredson and Hirschi’s position that offenders have a stable propensity for offend- 
ing, developmental theories argue that an individual’s likelihood of offending changes across 
time. Proponents of this approach note that important good or bad life events, such as experienc- 
ing family violence, employment and unemployment, and marriage and divorce, can affect pro- 
pensity for offending. Exactly what these life events are, and the factors associated with them, 
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vary among developmental theorists. There is also some debate whether treatment efforts later in 
life would be able to offset the antisocial traits that may result from negative or violent exposures. 
However, a recent meta-analysis (Piquero et al., 2016) examining over 75 studies on the effects of 
early family/parent training programs seems to indicate that such interventions can be successful 
in reducing problem behavior in younger children. On the whole developmental theories focus on 
the way individuals change throughout life and the risk factors found at various life stages. 


Life-Course Theory 


Perhaps the most important of modern integrative theories, life-course theory is derived from 
social control, ecology, and a new perspective on an old dataset that has been developed by 
Robert Sampson and John Laub (1990, 1992, 1993, 2003). Based on an analysis of the Glueck & 
Glueck (1950) early data on a thousand juveniles followed until age 32 (and later until age 70), 
Sampson and Laub found that traditional delinquency experiences predicted criminality in adult 
life. Thus, they conclude change over time is a critical component in explaining crime: the 
criminal experience is a dynamic one. 

Central to the life-course perspective is the idea that one’s life changes in two ways: trajec- 
tories and transitions. Trajectories refer to the different roles one assumes with aging: going from 
being a sibling to perhaps a fraternity brother, professional colleague, spouse, father, and grand- 
father. Coinciding with these role shifts, transitions represent significant life events precipitating 
role changes, such as graduation, entering the military service, marriage, experiencing the birth 
of children, and being diagnosed with a life-threatening illness (Phillipson, 2007). 

For life-course theorists, informal social control also seems to have an effect on the likeli- 
hood of delinquent experiences. Events after becoming an adult, such as job stability, were 
important in decreasing adult criminality. In other words, various forms of social bonds (particu- 
larly work, education, and the family) change the life trajectory of crime (Sampson & Laub, 
1990, p. 618) and at different points in life have different effects. Just as they serve to reduce 
criminal activity, these bonds can also be broken and then act as a destabilizing force over the 
affected portion of the life course. These events are referred to as turning points and they, as well 
as influential forms of social control, vary systematically across age groups throughout life. 

Sampson and Laub also enlarge Hirschi’s concept of the bond into what they call “social 
capital,” which is the notion that the quality of interpersonal relationships among people pro- 
duces resources for an individual to draw upon. The greater the resources, the greater is the 
importance of conformity because of what can be lost. The focus on a dynamic approach to life 
events is crucial to the theory (particularly the effects of social and biological aging, stability and 
change, human agency, cohort, and historical period). Some research has also examined the 
effect of spirituality and the influence of religion on commitments to desistence (Giordano, 
Longmore, Schroeder, & Seffrin, 2008), as well as the effects of levels of employment on teen 
delinquency (Wright, Cullen, & Williams, 2002). 

In addition to the social factors, Sampson and Laub recognize the presence of individual dif- 
ferences in children that will influence those (primarily the family) attempting to exercise control. 
As opposed to Gottfredson and Hirschi’s position, they argue that social control can modify indi- 
vidual propensities to antisocial behavior and shape behavior into conformity. A good example is a 
32-year-old man interviewed about his past as a militant extremist working on explosives in Afghan- 
istan. He had first taken up fighting at age 19 with energy, restlessness, and high religious principles, 
optimistic about his abilities to defend fellow Muslims. Years later, and after serving time at the U.S. 
prison at Guantanamo Bay, he felt that organizations like al-Qaeda had strayed into terrorism from 
the original goals that he had originally believed in. Married and working in a traditional job, he is 
now Satisfied with a comfortable, conforming routine (Ambah, 2008). As a related policy issue, 
although theory and research tell us that individuals will age out of crime, it is still doubtful whether 
policies such as three-strikes, life sentence without parole, and capital punishment will be adjusted 
so that offenders who have matured past the point of continued risk can resume their lives. 

There are several criminologists now working within the life-course perspective and help- 
ing to elaborate its concepts. David Farrington is at this point one of the most prolific contributors, 
although his interests seem to lie more in the risk-factor and treatment aspects of the theory (see, 
for instance, his ASC Sutherland Award speech, 2003). Others, including Alex Piquero and 
colleagues (2010), have tied developmental theory to criminal careers. 
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Life-Course-Persistent Offending 


Terrie Moffitt (1990, 1993, 1997), another developmental theorist, believes that there is a small 
group of relatively persistent offenders and a much larger group of offenders who change across 
time. The first group begins antisocial behaviors in childhood and continues into adulthood. 
These offenders are likely to be the result of what Moffitt calls “neurological deficits”—neural 
development somehow obstructed at prenatal to childhood ages—and its effect on the psycho- 
logical development of the individual. Even here, though, there is an important environmental 
feedback or reaction to the offenders’ behavior, which further reduces their opportunities for 
learning prosocial skills. Most delinquents, however, are in the second group and do not continue 
with offending into adulthood. These, Moffitt argues, are merely acting as a result of common 
early adolescent development in which children want to take on adult roles but are largely pre- 
vented from doing so. Delinquency among these individuals is a product of social learning (mod- 
eling) from older youth and serves to demonstrate “maturity” and independence. Once these 
otherwise psychologically healthy youths age out of adolescence, society accepts their adulthood 
and their offending disappears. A small number, though, are caught in the negative circumstances 
common to persistent offenders and get trapped in continuing criminal behavior. Moffitt has, 
however, recently explored (Beckley et al., 2016) the possibility of incorporating adult-onset 
offending into her theory. 

Moffitt’s research includes analysis of genes that regulate levels of serotonin in the brain. 
She has attempted to ascertain how genetics may interface with environmental circumstances 
such as abuse, antisocial personality, and criminality. While Moffitt does not support the concept 
of genetic determinism, she argues that some youth may be more vulnerable to personality dis- 
turbances. Such findings may be helpful in explaining why some abused children become violent 
and abusive as adults, while others, experiencing similar levels of mistreatment, do not. Building 
on this, research has also examined the way that cognitive abilities may influence the persistence 
of criminality. There is, however, a recent attempt (Boutwell, Barnes, Deaton, & Beaver, 2013) to 
incorporate biological aspects to her theory. 

In general, research has been supportive of persistent offending patterns and predictions. 
Some findings suggest that youth who are more psychologically mature, will age out of crime 
faster than those young offenders who are relatively less mature. In a study of over 1,300 serious 
juvenile offenders, Pathways to Desistance researchers found that both impulse control and the 
adoption of a future orientation were key elements of aging out of crime (Steinberg, Cauffman, 
& Monahan, 2015). 


Interactional Theory 


Terence Thornberry (1987, 1996, 1997, 2005; Thornberry, Krohn, Lizotte, Smith, & Tobin, 
2003) is another theorist who has suggested that a developmental perspective of criminality 
works best. Using social control theory’s core concept of attachment to parents, Thornberry 
argues that childhood is a time when attachment to parents is particularly important. Successful 
parental attachment results in the remainder of the social control elements (commitment, involve- 
ment, and belief) and helps the child to avoid deviance. If unsuccessful, the child is open to other, 
deviant alternatives. These children develop delinquent friends and, according to the mechanisms 
of social learning theory, begin to learn values and behaviors conducive to delinquency. This 
process is influenced by both neighborhood characteristics and personal characteristics (race, 
ethnicity, gender, and social class). 

Of interest to this explanation is that Thornberry posits that the social control and learning 
mechanisms are part of a two-way street (called “interaction”)—conventional values and behav- 
iors are reinforcing to further conventionality and the development of stronger bonds, while devi- 
ant values and behaviors are reinforcing to deviance and weaker bonds. Thus, involvement in 
delinquency essentially feeds on itself. These effects vary across stages in life and major sources 
of bonds change. Continuation in delinquency, or deviance, is then affected by the new bonds, 
and many individuals react by dropping out of delinquent behavior. The problem is that the 
results of previous behaviors and attitudes can lock an individual into deviant roles. 

Of note is the fact that Thornberry (2005, pp. 230-231) takes great pains to point out that 
interactional theory is not an integrated theory. His term is “elaborated” theory. The difference is 
that elaboration borrows from theories without requiring the use of their assumptions or even a 
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majority of their elements. This is important because the final theory comprises a set of proposi- 
tions that stand alone because of the set, rather than the uniqueness of the individual proposi- 
tions. It also allows Thornberry to modify interactional theory as evidence points the way. 

While not a modification by Thornberry, researchers Lee, Menard, and Bouffard (2014) 
believe labeling might be a promising way to further elaborate interactional theory by incorporat- 
ing labeling as a post-delinquency variable. Looking at the reciprocal relationship between pre- 
behavior variables and original behavior, they found that a subsequent change post-delingency 
has a labeling ingredient that weakens the effect of the family. Testing their proposition, they 
estimated a major (48%) increase in the explanatory power of the theory. 


Summary 


When a Texas teen’s drunk driving crash caused the death of 
four people and injured others in 2013, it seemed like an excel- 
lent case of low self-control. In what became an infamous 
defense, his attorneys argued that the 16-year-old suffered from 
his wealthy parents’ permissive discipline style, dubbed “afflu- 
enza” by the media which meant that Ethan Couch should not 
be held accountable. To the disgust of many, he received only a 
10 year probated sentence. However, when he was later caught 
on social media attending a drinking party, his mother fled with 
him to Mexico to avoid revocation of his deferred sentence, a 
move many saw as further evidence of the parents’ inability to 
effectively exert control. After being caught and returned to the 
U.S., the now 19-year-old Ethan will serve almost two years in 
adult jail and his mother faces charges of hindering the appre- 
hension of a felon (Garza & Williams, 2016). Only time will 
tell whether Ethan’s criminal behavior, if tied to his parents’ 
lack of proper socialization, will desist, and if it is something 
that can be overcome over the life course. 

Sampson and Laub’s life-course theory has gained popu- 
larity as a way of arguing for dynamic theory and longitudinal 
research. And, as we noted earlier, the theory is the primary 
competitor for Gottfredson and Hirschi’s popular self-control 
theory. Perhaps the critical ingredient in the debate between the 
two is the contrasting beliefs of dynamic versus static behavior. 
Sampson and Laub see the propensity for criminal behavior as 


Questions and Weblinks 


Critical Thinking Questions 


1. Do certain people have a “propensity” to commit crime? If so, 
how much can society do to control incidents that may or may not 
occur? 

2. How is rehabilitation implicated in each of the theories covered in 
this chapter? 


Practice Essay Questions 


1. What is meant by institutional strain and how can it be reduced in 
American communities today? 

2. What do developmental perspectives contribute to explanations of 
crime and delinquency? 


changing over time in response to various social control condi- 
tions. Gottfredson and Hirschi view criminal propensity as 
fixed at an early age. 

Research so far has not strongly supported either view of 
static or dynamic natures, although there is some evidence for 
both positions. For example, O’Connell (2006) found that 
although criminal propensity predicted recidivism and relapse 
in a group of drug offenders released from prison (Hirschi & 
Gottfredson’s position), employment seemed to significantly 
decrease the likelihood of going back to prison (Sampson & 
Laub’s perspective), while marriage and children seemed to 
have no effect. One of the issues is that much social science 
research is done using one-point-time methodologies (usually 
surveys) rather than more difficult longitudinal methodologies, 
thus theoretical support is primarily dependent on the type of 
methodology used in research. Finally, Robert Agnew’s general 
strain theory also has empirical support and is more popular 
among criminologists who lean toward structural explanations. 

At this point, the differences between the theories, and 
their research support, may be more the result of how one views 
reality and the methodologies used in testing than any real dif- 
ference in how delinquency and criminality occur. In the next 
chapter, we will introduce some theories that argue this very 
point by discussing either the way we view criminality or the 
way we tend to overlook the complexity of life. 


3. What types of events do you think are most influential in reducing 
the occurrence of criminality over the life course? 

4. Can you think of some examples of how low self-control may be 
related to specific types of crimes? How do you think low self- 
control could best be addressed in treatment? 


3. Discuss how child-rearing practices may be related to later law- 
abiding behavior according to theories in this chapter. 

4. Explain the role of static and dynamic factors in influencing the 
criminal activity of a person over time. 
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Related Websites 


http://www.pbs.org/kcts/affluenza/ 
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Contemporary Integrative and 
Critical Theories 


LEARNING OBJECTIVES 


Objective 15.1: Describe what is meant by an integrative theory and why are they popular today. 
Objective 15.2: Summarize the basic principles of postmodern theory. 

Objective 15.3: Discuss how liberal and conservative ideologies impact social attitudes toward crime. 
Objective 15.4: Define cultural criminology and its beliefs about the media. 

Objective 15.5: Explain the concept of metatheory and its role in criminology. 


INTRODUCTION 


One of the hazards of presenting theories one after the other is that the differences among them 
become magnified. Too often students (and criminologists) see the various theories as separate from 
each other. By providing a brief look at the heritage of each theory, we have tried to show that this is 
really not the case. Even this, though, cannot adequately suggest the ways in which theories are 
related. As long as people see each theory as separate and distinct, there will be little real progress in 
criminology. Fortunately, several criminologists are beginning to work on the integration of theories. 
This final chapter discusses some of the approaches theorists have taken to criminological theory over 
the past 30 years or so. 

Criminologists began exploring new theoretical constructs during the mid-to-latter 1980s. Slowly 
at first, and then with great rapidity, theoretical efforts began to emerge. Some of the first efforts 
included a “crime-as-self-help” theory proposed by Donald Black (1983) and Hal Pepinsky and Paul 
Jesilow’s (1985) argument for a recognition of diversity in lifestyles. The main burst of theoretical 
energy seemed to begin about 1987 with the publication of a special theory issue of the journal Crimi- 
nology. Since that time, new theories, new ideas, and adaptations of older theories rapidly emerged 
through the mid-2000s and the pace seems to have continued up to the present. It is only fair to add that 
the list of new theories does not end with those mentioned in this chapter—in fact, there are simply too 
many today to treat them all here. The current tendency to grab a dataset, analyze some variables and 
suggest that any theory being investigated can be “elaborated, enhanced, or integrated” with whatever 
variables prove to be statistically significant in the data analysis simply compounds the problem. 
Should you be interested, we suggest you would do well to consult the major criminological journals 
for other perspectives as there are probably one or two research articles testing and “elaborating” on 
some major theory in any issue. 

The theories we will discuss in this chapter could be loosely grouped under the headings of inte- 
grative theories and postmodern theories. Almost all of the theories are integrative in some sense or 
another, and they also share an appreciation of the complexity of modern life. Many of the theories also 
delve into disciplines other than sociology, which previously has been the base for most criminological 
theorizing. Our headings, then, serve merely to group the theories rather than to purposefully separate 
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them and should not be taken to mean that those in one category are essentially different from 
those in another category. 


THE HERITAGE OF CONTEMPORARY THEORY 


The events and influences that will affect current theoretical direction are difficult to see because 
of their close proximity in time to us. A few influences, however, should have a bearing on the 
ways theorists think. The social influences are political and economic conservatism, the develop- 
ment of Homeland Security, and recognition of the necessity of rehabilitation. The intellectual 
influences include the rise of criminal justice as a discipline and an emphasis on quantification in 
mainstream criminology. 


Social Influences 


Since the early 1970s, society has been moving in a decidedly conservative direction. With the 
Iranian hostage crisis, it seemed that public attitudes came together and a conservative majority 
opinion developed. Political and religious factions claimed to speak for the “silent majority,” an 
ostensibly large group of strongly religious, conservative citizens. Whether or not this silent 
majority ever existed, there has indeed been a movement toward religious fundamentalism, even 
to the extent of political involvement. One of the primary issues became the family and “proper” 
child rearing, which, as we have already seen, was reflected in some of the theories developed in 
the 1980s and early 1990s. As of this writing, a direction in the public mood related to the old 
“silent majority” seems to be reflected in the support for Presidential candidate Donald Trump. 
This time, the belief system reflected by this group is clearly not “silent” and appears more an 
expression of anger reflecting the perception of being left behind in the present-day economic 
and political system. Such a perception and the feelings produced by it are not unique and have 
been seen several times in U.S. history. These factors almost always affect the criminal justice 
system by way of new punitive demands levied on “outside” groups (usually immigrants) vilified 
as taking American jobs, reducing opportunities, etc. 

A further impetus for this conservative direction can be found in the economic reces- 
sions of the 1980s and 2007-2011, the 9-11 terrorist attack, and the “wars” in Iraq and 
Afghanistan. Responding to fiscal necessity, many governmental programs were cut and a 
pragmatic approach to expenditures in the criminal justice system has, literally been a political 
battleground issue. In fact, criminal justice in general has taken a backseat to the Department 
of Homeland Security in the minds of many and federal expenditures on criminal justice have 
taken a hit. National security became such an important concept to the federal government, 
and therefore to most U.S. citizens, that public concern over crime has fallen to its lowest lev- 
els in perhaps 40 years.! If this trend continues, it will clearly sidetrack much of the energy 
that might have gone into theoretical development because, at present, much of the academic 
security discipline is nontheoretical.” 

In a different turn of events, some people recognized that a pure punishment-oriented 
approach to criminal justice was not working, and intervention strategies more closely allied 
with treatment are now being tried. The drug war, while still focused on law enforcement 
approaches, also encouraged education and treatment efforts. However, the Bush Administration 
remained squarely in the law-and-order camp and fostered conservative ideologies as a control- 
ling influence. Moreover, the “Great” economic recession of 2007—2011 has, as with virtually all 
periods of economic difficulty before it, occasioned an attack on minorities (this time primarily 
Mexican Americans) under the assumption they are disproportionately responsible for crime and 
some part of the economic problems. Thus, it is not uncommon for the public to identify crime 
with “illegal immigrants” (and even legal immigrants).° The recession and subsequent slow 


' We would note that, when the crime issue is interwoven with immigration, political interest picks up substantially. 

? This is not to say that the entire field is nontheoretical. In fact, currently there are theoretical concerns developing. See 
the comments later in this chapter. 

3 As we began writing this final chapter, the emphasis on illegal immigrants causing crime was being implicitly (or 
explicitly by some major political candidates) placed on Mexican-Americans. As we now review the final draft, events 
and political opportunism have now found a new candidate group for crime and terrorism: Muslims, whether U.S. 
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recovery through much of the Obama administration era also had the effect of reducing federal 
funding (along with concurrent conservative insistence on reducing federal involvement). An 
ironic development in criminology was research finding lower crime rates associated with immi- 
grant neighborhoods but the general perspective has nonetheless resulted in a public mood 
emphasizing personal responsibility for one’s actions (i.e., rational theories) and individual 
causal characteristics rather than more macro-level social ones.* 

The most important implication for criminology of this continuing conservative move- 
ment has been in the way criminals are viewed. The appreciative and sympathetic portrayal of 
criminals in the 1960s disappeared in favor of a view of the criminal as a rational being. A 
rational criminal, of course, chooses to commit crimes and is not particularly amenable to 
expensive rehabilitation programs. Thus, rehabilitation and other approaches are not necessary; 
punishing criminals by locking them up should be enough to make them think correctly. The 
expansion of research and literature on deterrence, just deserts, rational theories, and environ- 
mental design exemplifies the direction many criminologists chose prior to 1990. During the 
1990s, rational thought remained in criminology but subsumed under self-concept, control- 
balance, and social learning theories. This trend reversed itself somewhat in the 2000s with 
rational theories returning, especially in conjunction with crime prevention and environmental/ 
geographical criminology. 

A new thread, begun in corrections, seems to be making some headway. Initial concerns 
about the cost of building more and more prisons (and jails) led some states into looking for 
cheaper ways to handle the “rational” inmates. Thus, legislators hit on intervention programs 
designed either to help inmates think more rationally (i.e., like a conforming middle-class per- 
son) or to develop skills that would serve them once out of incarceration. The latest aspect of this 
movement is that the term “intervention” no longer has to be used as a proxy for rehabilitation. 
This means, among other things, that cognitive theories are becoming popular in treatment cir- 
cles and that factors in adult life (rather than adolescence) are reentering theory. 

Structural theories made a return, with moderate levels of popularity. Those theories 
under the social disorganization and ecology framework (see Bursik, 1988; Bursik & 
Grasmick, 1993; Sampson, 2002; Sampson, Raudenbush, & Earls, 1997) are being pursued 
as neighborhood effects on crime and deviance are being considered. This is encouraged by 
(1) the popular framework of community-oriented policing, (2) a governmental embrace of 
the “broken windows” concept, and (3) an understanding of the utility of environmental 
criminology to crime analysis. 

Further, both gender-informed theories and new variations on conflict theories, particu- 
larly postmodern perspectives, continue to demonstrate a greater degree of vitality than was 
the case in the 1980s. Nonetheless, given the current atmosphere, the rational choice and pro- 
cess-oriented theories are dominant. This means that criminological theory is now largely 
focusing on the various processes of how one becomes criminal. These processes, given a 
conservative framework, tend to emphasize traditional values and institutions: schools, family, 
friends, and work. Indeed, the most popular direction in new theories (self-control, for the past 
25 years) focuses restraining natural impulsivity through the family and child-rearing prac- 
tices. On the whole, social control theories and integrative theories incorporating social con- 
trol ideas remain popular. Added to this is the emerging integration of genetic and 
neurobiological factors into criminological theory, commensurate with public feelings about 
individual-level blame for crime. 


citizens or immigrants. There is no theoretical opportunity here, however, because theories must be able to predict crime 
(or criminal behavior). To use a belief in Islamic religion to predict crime/terrorism would result in a finding that non- 
criminals are Islamic, rather than criminals are Islamic because the vast majority of Muslims (as is the case with the 
adherents of any religious belief) do not commit crimes. In truth, if there is any credence to the United States being a 
“Christian country,” we would have to observe that most criminals are of Christian faith simply because they are by far in 
the majority. This does not mean, however, that a belief in Christianity predicts criminality because, by far, most Chris- 
tians do not commit crime. Indeed, most want to believe that religiosity in general is related to preventing crime, though 
there is no reasonable evidence for that position either. 

4 There is now, ironically, a commensurate mood among a segment of the population that places responsibility on the 


“system” for their perceived economic and social status losses. Whether this particular mood will impact theory develop- 
ment remains to be seen. 
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INTEGRATIVE THEORIES 
Directions for Integrative Theories 


At the same time an interest in new theorizing began expanding, other criminologists concerned 
with the state of existing mainstream theories began to search for ways to return to criminologi- 
cal truisms. The easiest way to accomplish this, some argued, was to begin the process of inte- 
grating theories. The two most popular theories of the 1970s and 1980s, social control and social 
learning, were among the first candidates for integration (see the epilogue to Chapter 11). Thus, 
Elliott, Ageton, and Canter (1979), Elliott, Huizinga, and Ageton (1985) and Edwards (1992) 
contributed a theory derived from social control, strain, and social learning perspectives (Edwards 
also added labeling to the mix). Others attempted integration of social learning with biological 
traits (Wilson & Herrnstein, 1985), biology with social control (Agnew, 2014; Beaver, DeLisi, 
Vaughn, & Wright, 2010; Boutwell, Barnes, Deaton, & Beaver, 2013; Guo, Roettger, & Cai, 
2008), conflict with subculture (Ferrell, 1999; Schwendinger & Schwendinger, 1985), strain, 
social control, and/or social learning (Bao, Haas, Chen, & Pi, 2012; Turanovic & Pratt, 2013), 
and, perhaps the most popular integration, social control with deterrence (beginning with 
Paternoster, 1989; Stafford & Warr, 1993; and now commonly seen as a mandatory perspective 
in rational theories). 

In addition, some theorists noted that theories do not necessarily compete with each other 
and advanced an argument that theories speak to varied levels of explanation (Short, 1985, 1989, 
1998; Williams, 1984). Robert Merton (Cullen & Messner, 2007, pp. 16—17) even thought that 
theoretical assumptions were rarely stringent enough to preclude integration. Thus, as long as 
assumptions are reasonably compatible, there is no need to cast out one theory to accept another. 
In fact, if most theories speak to different levels, then one task of criminology is to determine 
how theories might be organized into a coherent whole, a task recently undertaken by Robert 
Agnew (2005, 2011, 2014). 

Not everyone is in favor of integration, and some theorists have claimed that the process 
of integration is doomed to failure. Travis Hirschi (1979), for example, argues that the assump- 
tions of most major theories are fundamentally incompatible. Accordingly, he discourages 
integration and suggests instead that effort be put into the creation of new theory. It is ironic 
that his two theories, social control and self-control, are among those most commonly used in 
integrative work. 

The way in which theories are integrated is also of interest. It is possible to put theories 
together in a sequential, straight-line fashion, referred to as an end-to-end model (Hirschi, 
1979). In this model, a structural, macrolevel theory would precede a middle-level theory 
(bridging theory), and a microtheory might conclude the process. Thus, social structure might 
produce social disorganization (anomie theory), disorganization might affect the quality of 
general relationships of groups in urban areas (differential opportunity), and those relation- 
ships might result in inadequate child-rearing practices leading to greater levels of delin- 
quency (low self-concept theory). Another approach is to borrow concepts from several 
theories without regard to either the assumptions or the general thrust of the theories. These 
concepts are then put together in a new fashion. This approach is called a fully integrated 
model. For example, one such model might put together gender roles, social disorganization, 
attachment to the family, and differential association. This tentative model might suggest that 
males and females react to social disorganization differently by relying more or less on the 
family for primary relationships. Social disorganization might push males to spend more time 
outside of the family, while females might react with greater family attachment. The associa- 
tions thus built provide differential definitions for delinquent behavior, with males having 
proportionately higher numbers of delinquent definitions. We do not suggest that either of 
these two integrative examples is necessarily useful as a theory of delinquency, but they illus- 
trate the difference between the two approaches. 

Some of the theories discussed in earlier chapters are really integrations of two or more 
previous theories. Albert Cohen, and Richard Cloward and Lloyd Ohlin, for example, integrated 
Chicago School approaches with the anomie tradition. The subculture of violence theory pro- 
posed by Marvin Wolfgang and Franco Ferracuti attempted to synthesize most of the theoretical 
work of its day. More recent work has focused on combining the theories of social control and 
social learning or both of these with anomie theory. Even conflict and consensus versions of 
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theory may prove to be more compatible than the field has thought. One of the obvious problems 
of integrating theories is the level of complexity generated and that is best exemplified by evolu- 
tionary ecology theory (Cohen & Machalek, 1988; Vila, 1994; Vila & Cohen, 1993), which is so 
complex that it is virtually impossible to test. Finally, Robert Agnew’s approach (2005, 2011) to 
integrating theories has been to compile significant predictor variables from a long list of theo- 
ries and join them together under five life domains, with no particular integration of the previous 
theories themselves. 

As has been the case in sociology, criminology has recently become concerned with 
metatheory. Metatheories tell us how to put unit theories together, or they specify the things that 
should be included in unit theories about a particular subject. As noted in Chapter 1, unit theories 
are explanations of specific phenomena; therefore, all of the theories we have discussed to this 
point are unit theories. 

In general, metatheory is concerned with the organization of principles that can be used to 
make sense of theories. Metatheory is not directly testable and for that reason is rejected by some 
critics (e.g., Gibbs, 1989). It does, however, have its uses, particularly in the identification of 
levels of explanation of various theories (Short, 1989). Unless theoretical assumptions and points 
of focus are clearly identified, there is little to prevent improper tests and integration of those 
theories. Some theories, for instance, focus on either crime or criminal behavior, two rather dif- 
ferent phenomena that are often treated as if they were identical. An example of metatheory is 
included later in this chapter. 

Joan McCord (1989) is concerned that we may integrate theories without having appropri- 
ate criteria to measure their adequacy. Because integrative theorizing appears to be in vogue, 
McCord’s concern may be valid. In one documentation of this trend, Steven Messner, Marvin 
Krohn, and Allan Liska (1989) published a collection of papers presented at a 1987 conference 
on theoretical integration. The authors of the various papers represent most of the major crimino- 
logical theoreticians and they discuss microlevel, macrolevel, and cross-level integration. On the 
whole, there seems to be a consensus that there are too many problems for successful integration 
to take place (see, especially, the papers by Hirschi, Thornberry, Swigert, Gibbs, Meier, Short, 
and Giordano). 

However, not all of the integrative theoretical enterprise originates when someone devel- 
ops a conceptual perspective and brings several theories together. In fact, integrative theory 
frequently occurs in the process of research intended to test individual theories. A good exam- 
ple of the way in which such integration occurs is found in a research article by Holtfreter, 
Reisig, and Pratt (2008). Many theorists see a natural combination of lifestyle theory and low 
self-control (Schreck, Stewart, & Fisher, 2006) or routine activities theory and low self-control. 
By participating in routine activities, people are exposed to situations where someone with low 
self-control may be a more suitable target for victimization. Testing this idea, Holtfreter and 
colleagues found that those with low self-control, although no more likely to be targeted for 
consumer fraud than others, were more likely to ultimately end up victimized by it. In this 
study of 1,000 Florida residents surveyed by phone, the routine activities that were focused on 
were remote purchasing concepts like ordering products on the Internet, from a TV commer- 
cial, or from an unsolicited mailing, all common occurrences in our everyday life. Low self- 
control was measured by preferences for both high-risk behavior and immediate gratification. 
The researchers determined that the two theories combine well to explain consumer fraud risk, 
something further research might clarify in a broader range of consumer behaviors. Thus, an 
integrative theory was developed. 

Based on the sheer numbers of research articles producing “integrative theory,” such 
theories are clearly the dominant model in criminology. Unfortunately, while such theory is 
usually thoughtful, a careful and systematic construction of its theoretical elements tends to 
be missing. As a result, rather than refer to every research article that tweaks a theory or theo- 
ries by adding a variable or two as integrative theory, we prefer to speak of integrative theo- 
ries as those purposefully constructed. We briefly explore four illustrative examples of 
integrative theories here. 


5 A recent discussion of the issues in integrating theories is available in Krohn & Ward (2015). 
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Crime and Social Context 


One approach to integrative theory comes from Terance Miethe and Robert Meier (1994). Rather 
than line up a list of theories for integration, they look instead at the overall picture of crime. 
They argue that three base components exist in crime: the offender, the victim, and facilitating 
contexts (situations). Miethe and Meier bring these components together by using concepts from 
theories of rationally motivated offenders, routine activities perspectives related to victimization, 
and ecological concepts in order to structure social contexts. They achieve an integrative theory 
resembling a social disorganization perspective. A social context with low socioeconomic status, 
population mobility, ethnic heterogeneity, and family disruption facilitates both offender motiva- 
tion and criminal opportunity. These factors influence youths’ ties to conventional institutions of 
social control, the level of community supervision, and the ability to articulate and achieve com- 
munal goals. Thus, crime rates are primarily a function of a socially disorganized area’s effect on 
social control and criminal opportunities. Such an area produces and brings together offenders 
and victims in the same time and space. 


Control Balance Theory 


Charles Tittle (1995, 2004) has developed a general theory of crime to compete with Gottfredson 
and Hirschi’s version. Called control balance theory, it combines ideas from control and deter- 
rence theories, some “propensity” theories, and subjective theories. Its major concept is that of 
“balancing” control—the amount of control people exercise as opposed to the amount of control 
to which they are subjected. Tittle refers to the amount of control from these two sources as the 
“control ratio.” When there is a control imbalance, either a deficit or surplus, deviance is more 
likely to occur. Control deficits are more likely to lead to street crime; control surpluses are more 
likely to lead to white-collar crime. 

Rather than pointing to the “causes” of crime, Tittle refers to the probability of deviance 
(or a specific form of it) occurring. The theory does not merely balance the two forms of control, 
however. Tittle recognizes the complexity of deviance and incorporates several other concepts: 
basic human impulses or preferences, desire for autonomy; predisposition toward deviant moti- 
vation; and feelings of debasement, situational risk, seriousness, and opportunity. A control bal- 
ance usually indicates that a person will remain conforming. However, because control balance 
theory assumes that everyone wants more control in life, assessments will be made about the 
feasibility and potential effectiveness of the various ways of remediating one’s perceived control 
imbalance. Thus, deviant behavior is designed to alter the individual’s control ratio. A mere con- 
trol imbalance, however, is not sufficient to produce deviance—a motivation-producing provoca- 
tion is necessary. 

Tittle categorizes deviance into two types, “autonomous,” which involves no direct con- 
frontation with others and is often committed through a third party, organization, or structural 
arrangement, and “repressive,” which can be predatory, defiant, or submissive. Both of these 
crime types can be viewed along a continuum of seriousness that takes into consideration the 
amount of harm caused. In this perspective, examining only the form of deviance may not 
directly explain the deviant’s motivation because the control-ratio motivation serves a specific 
purpose for the individual that may not otherwise be apparent. When the control ratio is unbal- 
anced, countercontrol (the control one is subjected to) is important in preventing deviance. 

Tittle has recently revised the theory (2004) and included the concept of control balance 
desirability, which ranges over a continuum of more to less serious based on four components: 
the individual’s control ratio and self-control, opportunity, and the potential for attracting outside 
countercontrol measures. Control balance desirability itself is composed of two elements: an 
act’s probability of changing the individual’s control imbalance and the necessity for direct, per- 
sonal contact with a victim or object. Overall, the theory’s components converge to produce 
deviant behaviors, but within predictable ranges of deviance. 


Institutional Anomie Theory 


A second contemporary adaptation of anomie or strain theory comes from Steven Messner and 
Richard Rosenfeld (2007; Messner, Thome, & Rosenfeld, 2008). Given the traditional Mertonian 
scheme—that stratification systems create strain and thereby yield anomic conditions—they 
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argue that an entire level of noneconomic institutions has been omitted. A more rounded picture 
of structural constraints on deviance includes the contributions of such institutions as the family, 
schools, religion, and law. For anomie to work, not only is a disjunction of goals and means nec- 
essary, but social institutions must also be weakened. Messner and Rosenfeld posit that a dis- 
junction affects these institutions in such a way as to contribute to a loss of control; that is, an 
anomic environment weakens the family’s control over its members and thus its power to curtail 
deviant behavior. The theory obviously incorporates concepts from control theory and provides a 
bridge from cultural controls (old anomie/strain versions) to more personal levels of control. 

Messner and Rosenfeld clarify and elaborate on the theory (Messner, 2012; Messner et al., 
2008) by further explaining what is meant by social institutions and incorporating both subjec- 
tive and objective dimensions to those institutions. Social institutions are the product of norms, 
regulations, and rules derived from a common societal value system. Thus, economic systems, 
religion, families, and schools (to name a few institutions) are institutions because they espouse, 
and even enforce, those norms. Because social institutions help define means—goals relation- 
ships, they guide action by individuals, who in turn determine suitable means of reaching goals. 
Institutions do this largely through incorporating moral authority and incentives. When economic 
institutions are dominant in a society, the moral authority of other institutions is weakened and 
their ability to regulate behavior (social control) decreases and the potential for crime (particu- 
larly violence) increases. Individuals in such a society will react more strongly to economic 
control if their own internal controls are weak with regard to morality and will pursue actions, 
including violence, that are most expedient in the pursuit of their goals. 

Institutional anomie theory has remained relatively popular. Karstedt (2010) has even 
referred to the “new institutional theory” (institutional anomie and other similar perspectives) as 
representing a worthwhile area of exploration for today’s criminologists. 


Situational Action Theory 


Situational action theory (SAT) was introduced by Per-Olof Wikström in a series of articles 
(2004, 2006, 2010, 2014) dating back to 2004. In a general theory of moral influences and crime 
that would predict the likelihood of offending using principles of ecological and social—personal 
interactions, Wikström integrates individual and environmental explanatory perspectives, partic- 
ularly social disorganization, routine activities, rational choice as well as some elements of dif- 
ferential association, differential opportunity, and self-control. In fact, a number of studies are 
framed to examine self-control in various environmental contexts or moral settings. 

According to situational action theory, crime is a function of the convergence of a propen- 
sity to commit crime and exposure to a setting that is conducive to committing the crime. These 
“activity fields” or the routine configurations of a person’s movements vary and thus alter the 
probability of a crime’s commission. This is because any specific physical environment may 
contain provocations and temptations that may vary over time and space. 

In modeling SAT, crime researchers would analyze the person, the setting, the situation 
and the action. It is assumed that all actions have a moral basis relying on rules about what is 
right or wrong to do, or not do, in a particular circumstance. People engage in criminal acts 
because they not only view these acts as acceptable alternatives, but also choose, either habitu- 
ally or deliberately, to commit them. Predicting whether someone will carry out a crime, often 
referred to as the “perception-choice process,” would depend on his or her crime propensity 
(their action-relevant personal moral rules and emotions balanced against an ability to exercise 
self-control). For example, an organized crime boss or the head of a violent cartel may believe 
that in the setting of “doing business” a number of criminal activities are tolerated and even 
expected. Yet, we often hear how even the most notorious criminals will donate considerable 
sums of money to a community church, or never miss a Sunday dinner with their mothers. The 
differences can be explained by the interplay of one’s propensities with his or her exposure to 
criminogenic settings (which are defined by their action-relevant moral rules and the level of 
immediate enforcement). 

As with many sociological perspectives of our time, SAT relies on both the surrounding 
social milieu and its degree of integration and segregation, as well as the level of social/moral 
development of the individual, as potential factors that underlie criminal motivations. These fac- 
tors are fundamental to the explanation of the individual’s propensity or degree of self-control 
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that might encourage criminality. Wikström continues to elaborate on his theory with collabora- 
tors (Wikström, Ceccato, Hardie, & Treiber, 2010; Wikström, Oberwittler, Treiber, & Hardie, 
2012; Wikström & Svensson, 2010; Wikström & Treiber, 2009, 2015). 

A study by Bruinsma, Pauwels, Weerman, and Bernansco (2015), using data gathered from 
the Netherlands found that the rule-breaking of peers and the amount of time spent in unsuper- 
vised peer activity were positively related to offending in adolescence. In addition, morality 
appeared to be less stable than self-control for this age group. While supportive of the theory, 
these outcomes raise some concerns about the more frequent changes in the morals and peer 
groups among adolescents and therefore their effects on potential offending. 


Thinking about Integrative Theory 


Perhaps as much as anything, criminology needs to take stock of the theories it has already 
developed. The same variables have been used time and again to explain crime and delinquency, 
yet each time the claim was that a new theory was being developed, although not necessarily by 
the authors themselves. It may even be that we have enough theories and just need to determine 
exactly what they explain and the contexts in which they work best. At this point, it makes sense 
to begin to determine exactly how and where existing theories fit together, something we have 
tried to do in this book by classifying the theories as we have discussed them. Macrotheories 
obviously do not compete with microtheories. Structural theories may be compatible with and 
explain the society in which processual theories operate. Thus, a good starting point might be to 
integrate some of these theories. 

There is also the strong possibility that mere integration of theoretical components may not 
be enough. The integration of critical aspects of the crime/criminal/victim/environment relation- 
ship may be required. This concept has been termed a “criminal event” (Sacco, Kennedy, & 
Plass, 1995; Williams, 1999) in order to get past the usual visualization of what a criminological 
theory might contain. Rather than focusing on explaining criminal/delinquent behavior, theories 
may need to incorporate a combination of what motivates the criminal (the usual criminological 
focus), what the environment contains, who the victim is and how he or she behaves, who reacts 
to the event, and perhaps even how law creation affects these other components. It doesn’t seem 
to make sense to explain only one component of a criminal event in isolation. But, as we have 
already observed, such a conceptualization of what should be explained increases the complexity 
of the theoretical task and makes empirical testing even more difficult. When that happens, a 
theory seems to be acknowledged and then ignored. 


POSTMODERN THEORIES 


New alternatives to conventional theories are emerging under the general rubric of postmodern 
theory. Although the perspective is confusing, all postmodernism is primarily a reaction and 
alternative to “modernism,” a term for the positivistic theories of the past century. Thus, 
“post-modernism means that which comes after and succeeds positivistic approaches. In 
order to be an alternative to positivism, the perspective needs to reject the notion of objectiv- 
ism (facts are independent of perspective), reject empiricism (facts are observable and measur- 
able), and locate problems and issues in subjective and nonlinear causes. There appear to be 
three major postmodern directions: the use of linguistic theory (or semiotics), chaos-based 
theory, and cultural criminology. 


Semiotic Theories 


A semiotic theory (see Arrigo, 1996; Milovanovic, 1997a) trades primarily on the writings of 
Jacques Lacan (1981), a French psychoanalyst. This approach defines reality as the subjective 
way in which people understand the world about them. The “understanding” is primarily formed 
by the concepts and metaphors in language. For instance, one’s role and place in society is struc- 
tured by the language concepts of that society. Similarly, the reality of the criminal justice system 
is created by the metaphors and linguistic concepts essential to the workings of the criminal jus- 
tice system. These theorists note that the created reality is such that those accused of crime are 
inherently disadvantaged in the legal process. This happens, for example, through the association 
of evil with crime, irrationality with criminality, and good with the prosecution. An appreciation 
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of the subjective reality of legal structures and concepts adds to an understanding of crime, par- 
ticularly the structuring of responses to crime. As has been the case with most critical theory, 
however, there seems to be little likelihood that mainstream criminology will see fit to incorpo- 
rate these postmodern concepts. 


Chaos Theories 


The chaos-based form of postmodern theory (see Milovanovic, 1997b; Walker, 2007; Walters, 
1999; Williams, 1999) is now almost 20 years old with some of the first commentary on the sub- 
ject by T. R. Young (1991, 1992). On the whole, chaos theories offer a radically different view of 
the world, yet they do not have the intellectual and conceptual baggage of most radical/critical 
theory. As far as the traditional conflict/consensus debate goes, chaos theories are not inherently 
on one side or the other. Their foundation in the natural sciences lies in highly complex mathe- 
matical reasoning, although that has not necessarily been the approach taken by those in the 
social sciences who use chaos as a mode of understanding reality. As a result, there is the possi- 
bility of postmodern ideas being reflected within the existing positivist (modern) framework. 
Another name for the perspective, at least from physics and related fields, is complexity theory. 
The approach is currently being used in several social science fields and there are even journals 
devoted to its application within those fields (see Van Dijkum & Klandsheer [2000] for an exam- 
ple of a dynamic modeling analysis with delinquents). 

The general idea is that highly complex systems are difficult to model in rather simplistic, 
but common, linear analyses and the interaction of hundreds (perhaps thousands) of variables 
makes static analysis (analyses that do not incorporate time and change) virtually worthless. 
Thus, chaotic systems are nonlinear, dynamic representations of reality (which is why the gen- 
eral approach is called complexity theory). In addition, there are no ideological positions that 
require variables from only one discipline (actually, multidisciplinary models are common). The 
main problem with such theories is that traditional analytical techniques are virtually worthless, 
making the approach a challenge to criminology’s dominant analytical paradigm. That problem, 
however, is being resolved with new approaches and techniques, particularly in the development 
of new forms of statistical analysis. Postmodern criminological varieties of chaos theory have 
largely ignored the mathematical base of the physical science version and, instead, reflect on the 
cultures, values, and social institutions that chaos-based social systems might yield. 


Critical-Incident Metatheory 


One metatheory version, based in a form of chaos-flavored postmodernism proposed by Frank 
Williams (1999), is called critical-incident metatheory. Rather than proposing a theory of behav- 
ior, Williams proposes a way to view and structure reality, thus a way to “understand” the exist- 
ing evidence on crime and criminals. Because reality is highly complex, so are the concepts of 
crime and criminality. Behavior is a product of the interplay of genetics, neurochemistry, physi- 
cal environment, psychological tendencies, and social environment. These factors come together 
in an individual’s background, with new events either adding to or subtracting from the accumu- 
lating collection of factors. At some time, a critical point is reached and the individual reacts to 
relieve stress with some behavior. The problem is that the exact release of a critical point is 
unpredictable, as is the type of behavior emitted. Further, the last addition to the background col- 
lection of factors is no more the “cause” of the critical point and subsequent behavior than any 
other individual factor. 

Once the problem of “emitting” a behavior is potentially resolved, there are other difficul- 
ties in predicting criminal behavior. First, the individual interacts with his or her environment, so 
being “ready” to commit a crime (or other similar behavior) is not sufficient. For instance, one 
cannot commit a purse-snatching without a victim with a purse being in the environment. Simi- 
larly, a barricade between the potential offender and victim serves the same preventive purpose. 
Moreover, there is substantial evidence demonstrating that the presence of people to react to a 
behavior is crucial to the emitting of a behavior (see the earlier discussion of routine activity 
theory in Chapter 13) and, perhaps, even the form of behavior emitted. That is, potential wit- 
nesses are sufficient to discourage much would-be criminality. 

All of the “objective” factors above do not yet constitute the whole story. An important but 
often-forgotten ingredient in the crime picture is subjectivity. For instance, do all potential 
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offenders (or potential reactors) interpret a situation in the same way? Regardless of the objective 
ingredients of a crime situation, each person’s perception of reality governs the way he or she 
will respond and act. Both potential criminals and potential reactors must combine their subjec- 
tive viewpoints with the objective situation to create a “crime.” 

As a metatheory, then, the critical-incident perspective reminds us to be aware of the com- 
plex nature of reality and to incorporate that complexity into our understanding of action and 
reaction. Thus, the position holds that (1) explanations based on variables from a single disci- 
pline probably overlook most of what precipitates behavior; (2) “causes” of behavior occurring 
just prior to the behavior are probably not a cause, just more additions to a set of factors already 
headed toward a critical point; (3) crime is not a particularly unique form of behavior and may be 
only one of a number of behaviors capable of relieving the stress of a critical point (thereby mak- 
ing the prediction of a single type of behavior, such as crime, somewhat unreliable); and (4) the 
composite of factors in an individual’s background, the environment of the moment, the indi- 
vidual’s subjective interpretation of events, the reaction behaviors of others, and the specific 
historical period are all necessary parts of the crime/criminality puzzle. 


Cultural Criminology 


Theories under this general heading differ from most of the theories we discuss in this book in their 
emphasis on understanding the motives and intents of the people involved in committing crime and 
controlling crime. This perspective is often referred to as a phenomenological one, or a subjective 
approach to studying social phenomena. Rather than predict criminality or focus on differences in 
crime rates, subjective theories shun statistics and focus on describing the essence of behavior or 
why people do certain things. Cultural criminology has, thus far, been presented as a critical alter- 
native to what these theorists refer to as administrative criminology and even to radical criminology 
itself (but see Spencer, 2011, for an argument that labeling theory is very similar). 

Jeff Ferrell is (at least on the American side of the Atlantic) the person most closely 
associated with this new form of both theory and method in criminology. He helped develop 
a new cultural criminology (Ferrell, 1999, 2013, 2014, 2015; Ferrell, Hayward, Morrison, & 
Presdee, 2006; Ferrell, Hayward, & Young, 2008; Ferrell & Sanders, 1995) in which the 
focus is on the interaction of cultural and subcultural dynamics with crime and crime con- 
trol. The meaning of crime as a constructed event is set in a contest between subcultural, 
social, and crime control interests and behaviors. Cultural criminologists see crime as situ- 
ated in everyday events of subcultural expression and attempts by the crime control industry 
to contain those expressions. Crime itself is viewed as a swirl of emotion and meaning, as 
experienced by those enveloped by the event. The control of larger meanings (social per- 
spectives) and the primary presentation of those meanings in a media-saturated society are 
primarily via the media. The responses of those presented as criminals are interpreted by the 
media, as are the responses of the crime-control industry. 

The media use crime and crime control as a commodity to sell to consumers; thus, they 
have a strong interest in how the “story” of crime/control is presented. Ultimately, the result is 
the creation of images that are interpreted versions of previous images, which are themselves 
interpreted versions of images, and so on. Crime is, then, more of a constructed phenomenon 
than a real one. In short, cultural criminologists argue that there is no simple linear pattern of 
deterministic action and reaction as most positivist theories would have it. Thus, the real issue to 
be studied is the contested versions of the crime images: Who uses images to their advantage, 
who contests the images, and who manipulates the images? Crime, for cultural criminologists, is 
more of a defined issue than a real behavior or concept. 

Frauley (2015b) has recently referred to the work of Ferrell and others as representing 
a critical mass of “imaginative criminology.” Currie (2015) has also echoed Frauley’s 
(2015a, 2015b) sentiments and expressed optimism that criminology is evidencing a new 
imaginative period. 


Seduction of Crime 


A good example of a phenomenological exploration of meanings is found in Seductions of 
Crime: Moral and Sensual Attractions in Doing Evil, by Jack Katz (1988). Katz offers a critique 
of positivist criminology, largely by noting that many of the people predicted to commit crime do 
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not actually do so. On the other hand, many of those who are not predicted to commit crime end 
up becoming criminals. In addition, he points out that the people predicted to become criminals 
often do not commit crimes for long periods of time, even though the background factors (social 
class, race, employment) remain the same. Katz’s final critique, and the one most central to his 
theory, is that the standard background factors (the variables of anomie, differential association, 
etc.) cannot predict which individuals will engage in crime. 

Katz’s theory of violent crime revolves around the notion that the experiential foreground 
(what is happening at the moment) is crucial to the choice to engage in criminal action. Perhaps 
the term “choice” is not exactly correct here, because Katz really means that certain events and 
situations are “given” the power to seduce an individual into action. Different crimes have differ- 
ent forms of seduction, but they are all passionate, exciting, and relevant to the current personal 
identity of the offender. In a sense, crime is as Chicago School researcher Frederic Thrasher 
(1927) once described gang delinquency—it can be fun. 

But the essence of violent forms of crime is more than just fun, in that the offender tran- 
scends normal life by becoming a “badass,” or becoming tough, mean, and chaotic. By being 
unpredictable and chaotic, the robber establishes himself or herself as beyond the normal experi- 
ence of victims and uses the threat of chaos to usurp the orderly lifestyle of victims. By being 
“alien,” the badass generates a posture that transcends abnormal morality and demonstrates that 
he or she comes from a “morally alien place” (Katz, 1988, p. 88). In addition, the offender 
becomes “hard,” thereby denying others’ attempts at reestablishing control over the situation. 
Thus, the individual creates “an angle of moral superiority over the intended victim” (Katz, 
1988, p. 169) and the system at large. Regarding murder, the killer is moved from the “eternally 
humiliating situation” to passionate rage and, finally, to a “righteous slaughter.” Katz describes 
the humiliating situation as not simply a humiliation of the individual (the potential killer), but as 
an affront to his or her “eternal human value.” Rage, then, is less unbridled than it is a focused 
effort to redeem oneself, generate power, and defend the eternal value. Thus, the term “righteous 
slaughter” is used to mean that the murder has been undertaken as a last stand to correct a wrong. 
Katz makes similar observations about shoplifting and youth gangs. 

Katz’s phenomenological perspective requires that one understand the situation from the 
view of the offender. Without this focus, the offense appears irrational. The problem is that 
Katz not only has to understand and appreciate these offenses from the perspective of the 
offender, but that he also has to assume the motives and intents of the offenders he has studied 
are essentially the same for other offenders. This is the problem of generalizability, and we do 
not know whether all, most, or only a few offenders share these meanings. The advantage of 
Katz’s position is that it sensitizes criminologists to alternative meanings of deviance. Ratio- 
nality from the point of view of the offender can be vastly different from the things that the 
observer (or victim) believes about the offender. Moreover, this perspective adds a spiritual 
flavor to the gains of crime: offenders attempt to construct their own worlds, at least temporar- 
ily. Because most criminologists prefer objective and deterministic perspectives, Katz’s theory 
and the newer cultural criminology which it reflects has been severely critiqued. However, it 
reflects much of the postmodern mood of society and, in particular, a grounding of knowledge 
and truth in experiential settings and a rejection of scientific (modern) attempts to understand 
the world as falsely applied to humans. 


CONCLUSIONS 


This brief sampling of modern theories should give the reader a feeling for what is now 
being done in criminology. As may be seen, it took a merger of perspectives, disciplines, and 
even methodologies to generate this level of creativity. On the whole, these theories are 
more complex and true to life than previous theorizing. One of the by-products of such com- 
plexity is, unfortunately, that they are generally difficult to test. Some even require the 
development of new methodologies and statistical analyses in order to determine whether 
they are correct. 

The theoretical periods that seemed to be demarcated by the 1970s may have simply 
been the end of a paradigm (Kuhn, 1970) and the beginning of a new one based on new meth- 
odologies and modes of analysis. Buoyed by new evidence produced by environmental design 
and victimization research of the 1980s, some criminologists began to conceive of criminals as 
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rational individuals who made their own behavioral choices from a patchwork of opportunity. 
Others, informed by advances in feminist thought, used age-old evidence on male/female 
crime to create gender-based explanations of socialization, power, and lifestyle differentials as 
they affect criminality. There has also been some return to criminological roots with some 
finding new ways to reconstruct the old versions of criminological theories and even concep- 
tions of crime itself have been questioned. Finally, work on the conceptual aspects of deter- 
rence became more sophisticated. (Ogilvie & Stewart, 2010; Piquero & Pogarsky, 2002; 
Stafford & Warr, 1993). 

In the post-9/11 environment, terrorism became a topic worthy of discussion and 
research (Akers & Silverman, 2004; Braun & Genkin, 2014; Gruenewald, Chermak, & 
Freilich, 2013; LaFree & Dugan, 2009; Monahan, 2012; Ruggiero, 2005; Savelsberg, 2006; 
Turk, 1989, 2004). However, we believe terrorism is a difficult concept for criminological 
theory. Perhaps the largest problem is the fact that crime (and thereby terrorism) is politi- 
cally defined; thus, terrorism, which is usually an antigovernment activity, can be defined as 
whatever government doesn’t like. Terrorists, then, are essentially those whose activity a 
government objects to and defines as a threat to the state. In short, no motivation is required 
for a designation of “terrorist” and so any theory which discusses motivation is at a loss. On 
the other hand, conflict-oriented theories do well in explaining terrorism because they posit 
essential differences in the interests of individuals, groups, and governments and rely on 
power differentials to explain criminalization (in this case, terroristic activities). The other 
possibility we see is an attempt to explain terrorism solely in terms of willingness to use 
violent behavior to achieve ends, and this is possible through the use of social learning the- 
ory. For this reason, we do not include terrorism in our discussion of contemporary theories 
but instead refer readers to conflict theory or social learning theory. Others, however, have 
different opinions. For an excellent overview of what different approaches criminological 
theories might contribute to explaining terrorism, see editors’ Freilich and LaFree’s (2015) 
introduction and contents of the special issue of the journal Terrorism and Political Vio- 
lence. Moreover, other disciplines, including political science, are sources of theorizing on 
this topic and interested readers should examine their literature. Worth noting, though, is a 
controversy surrounding Sageman’s (2014) essay where he claims that research has been 
unable to predict who will become a terrorist (see, for reactions, McCauley & Moskalenko, 
2014; Stern, 2014). 

One new perspective seems to have grabbed some scholars relatively new to the crimino- 
logical field. Tired of the orderly way in which mainstream theories relegated deviance to 
objective existence, Katz (1988) and Ferrell (1999) insist that crime is best understood as a 
subjective experience, a “seduction into evil” or a way of contesting the reality others would 
place on relatively powerless people. This is what we have previously referred to as postmodern 
theory or, in the case of Ferrell’s approach, cultural criminology (see Ferrell et al, 2008; Ferrell 
& Sanders, 1995). Perhaps because of a degree of antiscientific sentiment emerging among 
members of the public, it is possible that newer scholars will be more willing to shed the mantle 
of pure science that older scholars ascribe to. If this happens, or if at least some critical number 
of scholars argue against the reality of objective (and largely data-driven) evidence, then we 
may begin to see more subjective research with substantially different understandings (evi- 
dence) of deviance than the past 50 years of criminological theory has attempted to explain. 
Postmodern theory, if others can get past problems of interpreting its language, may emerge as 
a challenge to the conventional theoretical field. 

Ferrell (2014) also presents an argument that criminology has essentially let an overem- 
phasis on quantitative methodology elevate that particular form of evidence to the status of an 
unquestionable religious belief system, with the result that criminology itself has gotten so far 
from actual human behavior and thought that it is in danger of collapsing. While we doubt that 
criminology will collapse anytime soon, if for no other reason than religious systems rarely self- 
implode, there are clearly some in agreement with his contention that an overemphasis of quan- 
titative empiricism is present in the development of criminological theory (see, for example, the 
various authors in Frauley’s C. Wright Mills and the Criminological Imagination, 2015a; see also 
the special issue of Societies, edited by Frauley, 2015b). While not particularly concerned about 
empiricism, Sullivan and McGloin (2014) echo a methodologically-based concern but focused 
on criminology’s data, not its analytical techniques. 
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If one counts the myriad of research-produced integrative theories, we now have a rela- 
tively large number of theories being proposed. While the forms and types of theory are diverse, 
it is also true that there are alternative dependent variables (Scheider & Florence, 2000). Theo- 
rists are busy explaining crime in general, victim events, and fear of crime. Variety is also evident 
from the number of “minitheories” proposing to explain singular forms of crime (from fraud to 
violence to serial murder to cybercrime to property crime). While all this has been going on, 
some criminologists (Akers, 1998; Gottfredson & Hirschi, 1990; Sampson & Laub, 1993; Tittle, 
2004) are once again saying that general theory is possible and are busy explaining crime as an 
overall phenomenon. 

Theorists now appear to be entertaining new evidence on criminality while at the same 
time reconceptualizing and reassessing old evidence. However, the direction of theory appears to 
be set, at least for the next few years. Judging from the number of research studies and commen- 
taries in the criminological literature, self-control, social learning, and developmental theories 
appear to have “won” the battle for theoretical supremacy. We may yet have more complex and 
interdisciplinary theories on the horizon (especially those informed by biosocial positions) but it 
may require a suspension of the sociological domination of criminology coupled with the devel- 
opment of new methodologies to test complex theories. 


What Does This Mean for Students of Criminology? 


All these different theories, and the current attempts to integrate them, often leave students of 
criminology puzzled: How can there be so many different explanations of the same thing? 
One answer lies in the fact that crime is a very complex phenomenon. Even the determination 
of whether behavior is criminal is difficult. Further, if a criminal act occurs but we do not 
know it (no information on either the crime or the criminal—think about many forms of 
cybercrime), how can we begin to account for it in our theories? If a legislature passes a law 
that makes an act a crime, was the same act a criminal one before the passing of the law? This 
complexity means that scholars look at the reality of crime and see different things. In part 
what they see is a product of what they are prepared to see, and what they propose as an 
answer or cause is a product of what they are prepared to propose. In other instances, evi- 
dence is gathered based on what is possible to measure using certain types of research meth- 
odology and how it can be analyzed; thus, what we know and try to explain is at least partially 
governed by our research techniques. 

A second answer is that theories attempt to explain different pieces of the crime puzzle. 
This is the level-of-explanation problem we discussed in Chapter 1. Some theories attempt to 
explain how rates of crime differ from one group to another, others deal with the making of 
laws, and still others try to account for individual propensities toward crime. One of the reasons 
for the classification schemes at the end of each chapter is to make readers aware of the varying 
foci of the theories. 

Yet another reason for the number of theories is embedded in the assumptions we make 
about human nature and the way the world functions. If you believe that people are basically self- 
interested (as Travis Hirschi does), then deviance requires no real explanation and conformity 
needs explaining. On the other hand, if you believe that people are basically social creatures and 
conformity is natural (as Albert Cohen does), then conformity needs no explanation and deviance 
needs explaining. Other assumptions about the nature of society, whether crime largely belongs 
to the lower class, and whether gender is an important factor, lead to certain constructions of 
theory and not others. 

The fact is that we will never all see the world the same way. Nevertheless, these theories 
of crime and delinquency are worth understanding. They help us see various facts about the 
crime problem and give us ammunition to create policy-related proposals to reduce crime. With- 
out these theories, logical policies are much more difficult to produce, and there is the danger 
that atheoretical policies might cause unanticipated negative consequences. Most of our crime 
policies, of course, are a product of political expediency, and the danger of negative consequences 
is very real. Clearly, there are enough policy implications in the criminological theories we have 
discussed here to create a wide range of programs to suit almost any need. Through your acquain- 
tance with these theories, perhaps you will be able to influence the direction of crime policy in 
your community. 
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Questions and Weblinks 


Critical Thinking Questions 


1. Katz argues that many forms of crime are seductively exciting. 
Can you think of current examples from the media that might 
support his argument? 


Practice Essay Questions 


1. Describe what is meant by postmodern theory. Provide two exam- 
ples discussed in this section. 

2. What does Katz mean by the “seduction of crime”? How valid do 
you think his interpretations of behavior are? 


Related Websites 


http://www.allaboutphilosophy.org/postmodernism.htm 

http://blogs.kent.ac.uk/culturalcriminology/ 

http://empireofscrounge.blogspot.com/ 

http://sociologicalimagination.org/archives/category/the-2 | st-century- 
sociological-imagination 
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